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Prefuce

Jack’s Plunger

Narmalcy is the evil side of homasexuafity.
—Jack Smith

The phrase “queer theater” was spectacularly inaugurated in 1978 by Stefan Brecht
in his weird and resplendent book Queer Theatre. Brecht's participant-observer
chronicle of freaky performance in New York from the mid-sixties to the mid-seven-
ties is the second volume of a nine-volume study of the New York avant-garde. I is
through Brecht's accounts that I firstlearned of Jack Smith’s legendary performance
practice. Brecht’s descriptions of Smith’s durational performances were thick and
functioned as performative writing inasmuch as the critic’s prose rambled with a
“moldy” extess that echoed the performer’s own particular style. My own visualiza-
tion of Smith’s performances was enabled by the filmic documentations that existed
of his work, including his own restored nnderground dassics Mormal Love and
Flaming Creatures and Ela Troyano’s Bubble People.! Years later, 1 would learn a lot
more about Smith through the reminiscences of his friends Troyano and Carmmelita
Tropicana. The power of Smith’s strange and opulent performances was conveyed to
me over many meals and drinks with these friends. These conversations fostered a
deep regret that I never witnessed Smith’s work firsthand. The more I learned about
Smith, the more I became convinced that his work was importanr to my understand-
ing of the modality of petformance I, vas theorizing as disidentification. It was
hunch that Smith’s performances were especially useful for the project of unpacking
and describing what I called the worldmaking power of disidentificatory perfor-
mances. Smith once daimed that important acting did not change the actor but in-
stead transformed the world.? Smith made worlds during his performances; he recy-
cled schlock culture and remade it as a queer word.
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As I learned more of Smith’s performances, I became partly disturbed by what
could be described as the orientlizing and tropicalizing aspects of the work, which
is to say the way he played with over-the-top images of “exotic” Third World
ethnoscapes. These reservations were significantly diminished when I looked closely
at the available documentation of Smith’s work, His work with images of Latin spit-
fires and cheesy Hollywood renditions of Scheherazade deserved more cateful con-
sideration. I began t think that Smith had little to do with actual Third World eul-
tures and instead worked through Hollywood’s fantasies of the other The
underground genius utilized these fantasies of the other in a reflective fashion. The
excess affect of Maria Montez and the gaudy fantasies of harem culture were utilized
to destabilize the world of “pasty normals” and help us imagine another time and
place.? In Smith’s cosmology, “exotic” was an antinormative option that resisted the
overdetermination of pastiness. Hollywood’s fetishized fantasies of the other were
reenergized by Smith’s performance. His performances of the “spitfire” and
Scheherazade were inflected with disidentificatory difference that helped toxic images
expand and become much more than quaint racisms. Disidentification is the process
in which the artist reformulates the actual petformativity of his glittering B movie
archive, which is to say that the images that Smith cited were imbued with a perfor-
mativity that sutpassed simple fetishizarion. Glitter tansformed hackneyed orien-
talisms and tropical fantasies, making them rich antinnemative treasure troxes of
queer possibility.

My estimation of the political efficacy of Smith’s performance is gleaned from
my readings of Brecht’s performance documentation. Yet, I take issue with hisanaly-
sis of Smith’s or queer theater as political project. Brecht wrote about what he per-
ceived as the political limits of queer theater: “Since the queer artist, having no justi-
fication for it, cannot allow himself the disfigurement of care, his art is entirely
dependent on energy. But since bis energy is entirely dependent on an exuberance of
rage, bis art, an active rebellion, is prone to degenerate into good-humored comedy
and unthinking repetition, and to fall apart.” Brecht’s generalizations about queer
theater are arrived at through readings of Smith, John Vaccaro, Charles Ludlam and
the Ridiculous Theatrical Company, John Waters’s cinema, and other white per-
formers from the 1960s and the 1970s. I disagree with this particular assessment of
queer theater’s politics of performance on a few counts. The comedy of Smith and
many of the other playwrights and performers considered in his text cannot be re-
duced to “good-humored” fun. To do so would be to ignore the scathing antinorma-
tive critiques that Smith performances enacted.

Jack Smith’s performance of politics often had a materialist orientation. His dis-
course on “landlordism,” for example, was a Mandan-tinged eritique of capitalist con-
structions of private property. Property owners were depicted as moneygrubbing lob-
sters in the Smith bestiary. In his performance “Irrational Landlordism of Baghdad,”
Smith called for a modality of artistic production that insisted on art that educated as
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it enrertained. The texc of that performance begins by asking a flat-footed question

that nonetheless haunts aesthetic philosophy: “Could art be useful?” He answered his

own question with aplomb:
Ever since the desert drifted over the burntout ruins of Plaster Lagoon thou-
sands of arciscs have pondered and dreamed of such a thing, yet, art must not be
used anymore as anather elaborate means of fleeing from chinking because of
the multiplying amount of information each person needs to process in order to
me to any kind of decision on whar kind of planet one wants © live on before
business, religion, and govetnment succeed in blowingit out of the solar system.>

The monologue is played as a mped voice-over accofpanying a scene in which a
scrubwoman, down on her knees, deans the floor. At the end of the recording, she
stands up triumphantly. Another woman, a “glamorous floorlady,” enters the room
and the worker once again drops to her knees. This performance, with all its camp
and out-there glamour in place, nonetheless insisted on chronicling wage exploita-
tion and class stratification. This performance is particularly illustrative of Smich's
marerialist aesthetic philosophy. Smith insisted on art that was “escapist, stunning,
glamorous and NaTURAuISTIC.” “NATURALISTIC” for Smith meant that it served a po-
litically pedagogical role, that it provided the spectator the material to resist “the
Capitalism of Lobsterland,” and instead disidentify with that world and perform a
new one.

Smith’s camp was not good-humored goofing. It insisted on social critique.
Even his diva worship indexed something of a materialist ethos. Dominican-born
Hollywood B movie actress Maria Montez was the principal goddess in the Church
of Jack Smith. Smith had great contempt for Montez's replacement in the firmament
of Hollywood stardom. Yvonne de Carlo was a competent actress where Montez
was, from a conservative vantage point, a poor actress. Smith described deCarloasa
“walking career.” The actress represented the loathsome corporate ethos of Holly-
wood. Smith's love of Montez had much to-do with the way in which her perfor-
mance eschewed the commercialized tenets of “good acring” and helped the perfor-
mance artist imagine another mode of performing the world thar was for him
transformative.

I am also left to wonder what Brecht’s more general conclusions about queer
theater would look like if he considered the work of Catmelita Tropicana, Vaginal
Davis, Marga Gomez, and many other queer performers of color who specialize in
the interweaving of passion and comedy in intricate and self-sustaining fashions.
Although they participate in the genre of comedy and satire, these performances do
not lose sight of the fact that humor is a valuable pedagogical and political project. In
this book, I will argue the opposite of Brecht’s thesis in respect to queers of color: the
work of these performers does not eventually become “good-humored,” “unthink-
ing,” and it most certainly does not fall apart. Comedy does not exist independently
of rage. It is my contention that rage is sustained and it is pitched as a call © ac-
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tivismn, a bid o take space in the sodal that has been colonized by the logics of white
normativity and hereronormativity. These logics are embodied for artists in the form
of Smith’s number one targers, the “pasty normals.”

J. Hoberman has translated “pasty normals” as Smith’s dismissal of heterosexu-
als.? But my reconstructions of Smith’s lexicon lead me to read more into this idea of
the “pasty normal.” Smith, as the epigraph to this preface shows, saw normalcy as the
dark side of homosexuality. Normalcy is therefore not constituted as strictly endemic
 heterosexuality. The rise of assimilationist gay politics and its weak request fora
place at the table prove Smith’s point decades later. Normalcy might be better un-
derstood as normativity. The “normal” in’ the “pasty normal” might then be de-
scribed as “normativity,” as in Michael Warner’s influential neologism “heteronor-
mativity.”® In Wamer's formulations, lesbians and gay men might very wel
subscribe to heteronormative thinking and politics. Lisa Duggan’s recent work on
“homonormativity,” a theory that deciphers the ways in which conservative and as-
similationist gays and lesbians contribute © the privatization of mass culnure, is espe-
cially relevant when considering Smith’s work.?

But what of the “pasty” in the “pasty normal” equation? In the Smith cosmology,
pasty would be the opposite of exotic. Pasty is the negative term. Smith himself had
troubles with pastiness. One of his journal entries reads: “I overcame pastiness.” [ want
to suggest that Smith’s phrase is meant © index “whiteness” or, more neady, white
normativizy. In Smith’s ingenious phrase, white normativity and heteronormativity are
shown to be adjacent and mutually informing ideological formations. Furthermore,
they are not linked to predetermined biological coordinates.

The fact that I have never seen Smith’s performances does not help authorize
my disagreement wich Brecht. After all, what do I know? I was not there. But I have
been there for a lot of queer theater performance in the “wake” of Jack Smith. Forin-
stance, | have witnessed one particular homage to Smith many times. My most re-
cent observation of this performancewas at a benefit for P.S. 122, the hub of down-
town performance in Manhattan. The bil included the upscale performance art of
Meredith Monk and Spalding Gray. Downtown legends The Alien Comic and the
marvelous Holly Hughes rounded off the evening along with the emcee, a noted per-
formance artist in her own right. Carmelita Tropicana barrels onto the stage. She is
wearing a blue wig, a tight red plastic bodice with fringes, black leggings, and leopard-
print cowboy boots. She immediately sizes up the audience. She spots a woman with
a hat and, in her thick pseudo-accent, she purrs that the hat is very sexy and very be-
coming. The flaming spitfire gets very close to the embarmassed woman, deliberately
challenging her personal space. She asks the woman not to be upset because, after all,
this is her job, she is a performance artist. She then launches into her own originasa
performance artist, She moves back from the audience and walks into a spodight.
Her voice booms as she takes the pressure off the blushing woman in the hat and in-
quires of the entire audience: “How many of you know performance art?” She ex-
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plains that a telephone call from Ela Troyano alerted Carmelita (chen mild-mannered
Alina Troyano) of the existence of this practice. Alina asked her sister exactly what
was performance art? Ela explained that there was a five-thousand-dollar grant avail-
able for performance art. Alinadashed off an application and was awarded the grant.
Thus, Carmelita Tropicana was born, a fully born chusma performance deity.

Tropicana then proceeds to recite her personal performance manifesto. I have
heard this many times, but I nonetheless laugh as she reads four quotations on what
performance art is. She quotes Laurie Anderson’s line that performance art is a per-
formance by a live artist. Carmelita agrees, emphatically adding that it would most
certainly not be performance art if the artist were dead. She then quotes Hughes,
who has joked that 90 percent of performance art is the costume, She gestures to her
own flashy attire. Her third citation is from herself: “Performance art is not music, is
not dance, is not film but can contain all of these elements.”

There is one more point t her manifesto, which she identifies as the most im-
porrant part, and this is what I am most interested in considering here. Tropicana ex-
plains that performance arr changes one’s perceptian of the world. She turns from
the audience and walks t a large shopping bag that is positioned a few feet behind
her. She reaches into the bag and pulls out a plunger. With one hand she holds the
plunger up high, as if she were displaying her patriotism to the People’s Republic of
Performance Art. She challenges the audience: “What is this?” Meek voices in the
crowd respond by saying “a plunger.” Carmelita lifts an eyebrow and plares at the
spectators: “A plunger! T laugh at you wildly. Ha” Carmelita confesses that she too
once mistook this object for a mere plunger. Because she is a superintendent as well
as a performance artist, this is an undersmndable mistake. But she was disabused of
this misconception after seeing a petformance by Jack Smith. She then launches into
a recounting of this performance:

I was in the Village in a concrete basement. It was packed, eight of us wall to
wall. There is a breeze blowing through the wall created by two fans. Beautiful
Scheherazade music plays and out comes an Arabian Prince Jack Smith in a di-
aphanous material. He is dancing. He pours gasoline in the middle of the floor
to make a black lagoon. He takes out amatch and throws it in. The flames grow
and we think we are going to die but he chases, revolves and demi-pliés to the
corner and grabs this [she brandishes the plunger] and continues his dance,
putting the flames out with this. No, ladies and gendemen, this © me, a super-
intendent and performance arist, has changed from a plunger t an objer d'art.
Iremember Jack Smith, who died of AIDS in 1989.

With this recitation over, she holds the object firmly in her fist and then bows, intro-
ducing the first pefformer and leaving the stage.

Charles Ludlam was quoted as saying that Jack was the father of us all. In this
homage by Carmelita Tropicana we see Jaek Smith as a precursor to her own perfor-
mance practice. In much of Tropicana's work, traces of Jack are evidenced in her
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over-the-top “exoticism,” her deep investment in gaudy and toxic stereotypes of the
Latina, her 1ed feather boas, and the occasional splash of glitter that might punctuate
her performances. In this performance of a performance, or a performance of memo-
1y, the student of queer theater can glimpse an alternative rendering of the queer per-
formance of politics than the one theorized by Brecht. Queer performance from
Smith o Tropicana and beyond is about transformation, about the powerful and
charged transformation ofthe world, about the world that is born through perfor-
mance. Smith’s flaming black lagoon scared his spectators, it made them thinlk that
they would perish in that small downtown basement, but they soon learned that the
performance was a ritual of transformation. Smith’s exotic dance, his gracefinl dous-
ing of the flames, signaled a world to come and called attention to a world that was
already there. It made a queer world for those eight snug spectators. Years later,
Tropicana rehearses that performance and adds to the continuously disidentifying
process of performing a queer world.

A plunger is remade into an art object. The subtitle of this book speaks to the
performance of politics. The study itself is a contribution to the formaton of a
queer performance-studies lens. That lens is interested in theorizing the political
force of performance and performativity by queers of all races. In this book, I will
look at disidentificatory performances of politics, acts that I will describe as refor-
mulating the world zhraugh the performance of politics. The Introduction looks at
various performances that remake the world, prominent among them Marga Gomez's
remaking of stgmatized televisual lesbian stereotypes into lush sites of erotic invest-
ment. In chapter 1, I consider Jean-Michel Basquiat’s disidentification with both
pop guru Andy Warhol and the practice of pop art. Chapter 2 examines Isaac
Julien's cinematic performance of diasporic black queer identity through redeploy-
ment of black mourning and melancholia. Chapter 3 surveys Richard Fung's recy-
cling of porn and ethnography as powerful autoethnographic performance. Chapter
4 chronicles Vaginal Davis’s terrorist drag and its fierce disidentification with white
supremacist militiamen from Idaho. The final four chapters focus on Cuban America.
Chapter 5 takes a closer look at the remaking of camp performance in the work of
Troyano and Tropicana. The activist performance of Pedro Zamora is the topic of
chapter 6. Chapter 7 further inquires into disidentificatory performances in the
public sphere by looking at the disidentity fashioned in the conceptual art of Felix
Gonzalez-Torres. In chapter 8, Carmelita Tropicana’s Chicas 2000, a theater pro-
duction, enables me to further elaborate a discussion of queer worldmaking through
the example of disidentificatory performances of Latina chusmerfa. All of these case
studies are stories of transformation and political reformulation. In divergent and
complicated ways, all of these cultural workers, like Smith before them, choreo-
graph and execute their own metaphoric dances. in front of the flaming black la-
goon, stamping out fires with grace and political cficacy, and, in the process, build-
ing worlds.
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Introduction

Performing Disidenfifications

Margo's Bed

There is a certain lure to the spectacle of one queer standing onstage alone, with or
without props, bent on the project of opening up a world of queer language, lyri-
cism, perceptions, dreams, visions, aesthetics, and politics. Solo petformance speaks
to the reality of being queer at this particular moment. More than two decades into a
devastating pandemic, with hate ctimes and legislation aimed at queers zndpeople of
color institutionalized as state protocols, #he acs of performing and theatricalizing
queerness in public takes on ever multiplying significance.

I feel this lure, this draw, when I encounter Marga Gomez's performances.
Marga Gomez Is Presty, Wisty, and Gay a 1992 petformance by the Cuban and Puerto
Rican-American artist, is a meditation on the contemporaty reality of being queer in
North America Gomez's show is staged on a set that is meant to look like her bed-
room. Much of her monologue is delivered from her bed. The space of a queer bed-
room is thus brought into the public purview of dominant culture. Despite the
Bowers v. Hardwick U.S. Supteme Court decision, which has efficiently dissolved the
right to privacy of all gays and lesbians, in essence opening all our bedrooms to the
state, Gomez willfully and defiantly performs her pretty, witty; and gay self in public
Her performance permits the spectator, often a queer who has been locked out of
the halls of representation or rendered a static caricature there, to imagine a world
where queer lives, politics, and possibilities are representable in their complexity.
The importance of such public and semipublic enactments of the hybrid self cannot
be undervalued in relation to the formation of counterpublics that contest the hepe-
monic supremacy of the majoritarian public sphere. Spectacles such as those that
Gomez presents offer the minoricarian subject a space to situate iself in history and
thus seize social agency.



Marga Gomez. Caurlesy of Marga Gamez.
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Iwant o briefly consider a powerfol moment in her performances that demon-
strates disidentification with mainstream represenmtions of lesbians in the media.
From the perch of her bed, Gomez reminisces about her first interaction with les-
bians in the public sphere at the age of eleven, Marga hears a voice that summons her
down to the living room. Marga, who at this age has already developed what she calls
“homosexual hearing,” catches the voice of David Susskind explaining that he will be
interviewing “lady homosexuals” on this episode of his show Open End. Gomez re-
counts her televisual seduction:

(1] sat next to my mother on the sofa. I made sure o put that homophobic ex-

pression on my face. So my mother wauldn’t think I was mesmerized by the

lady homosexuals and riveted o every word that fell from their lips. They were
very depressed, very gloomy. You don’t get that blue unless you've broken up

with Martina. There were three of them. All disguised in reincoats, dark glasses,
wigs. It was the wigs that made me want to be one.

She then channels the lesbian panelists:

Mr. Susskind, I want w thank you for having the courage to present Cherene
and Millie and me on your program. Cherene and Millie and me. those acen’t
our real names. She's not Cherene, she’s not Millie, and I'm not me. Those are
just our, you know, synonyms. We must cloak owusselves in a vei! of secrecy or
dsk losing our employmentas oruck drivers.

Gomez luxuriates in the seemingly homophobic image of the truck-driving closeted
diesel dykes. In this parodic rendering of pre-Stonewall stereorypes of lesbians, she
performs her disidentificatory desire for this once toxic representation. The phobic
object, through a campy over-the-top performance, is reconfigured as sexy and glam-
orous, and not as the pathetic and abject spectacle that it appears to be in the domi-
nant eyes of heteronormative culture. Gomez’s public performance of memory is a
powerful disidentification with the history of lesbian stereotyping in the public
sphere. The images of these lesbian stercotypes are rendered in all their abjection, yet
Gomez rehabilimtes these images, calling attention to the mysterious erotic that
interpellated her as a lesbian. Gomez’s mother wes apparently oblivious to this inter-
pellation, as a later moment in the performance text makes patent. Gomez'’s voice
deepens as she goes into bulldagger mode apain, mimicking the lesbian who is
known as “me and not me”:
Mr. Susskind. When you are in the life, such as we, if's better © live in
Greenwich Village or not live at all! Ar this ime we want © say “hello” to anew
friend who is warching this at home with her mom on WNEW-TV in
Massapequa, Long Island. Marga Gomez? Marga Gomez, welcome ta the club,

cam mia.

Despite the fact that the lesbian flicks her tongue at Marga on the screen, her moth-
er, trapped in the realm of deep denial, does not get it. Of course, it is probably a
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good thing that she did notgerit. The fact that Marga was able to hear the lesbian’s
call while her mother tuned out, that she was capable of recognizing the carz being
discussed as her own face, contributed, in no small par, to her suevival as a lesbian.
Disidentification is meant w be descriptive of the survival strategies the minority!
subject practices in order to negotate a phobic majoritarian public sphere that con-!
tinuously elides or punishes the existence of subjects who do not confomn to the;
phantasm of normative citizenship. In this instance, Marga’s disidentification with
these damaged stereotypes recycled them as powerful and seductive sites of self-
creation. It was, after all, the wigs that made her want to be one.

I possess my own hazy memories of Susskind’s show and others like it. I remember
being equally mesmerized by other talk-show deviants who would appear long after I
was supposed to be asleep in my South Florida home. Those shows were, as Gomez
desaribed them, smoky and seedy spectacles. Afver all, this was during my own child-
hood in the 1970s, before the flood of freaks that now appear on Oprah and her
countess clones. I remember, for instance, seeing an amazingly queeny Truman
Capote describe the work of fellow writer Jack Kerouac as not writing but, instead,
typing. [ am cerwin that my pre-out consciousness was completely terrified by the
swishy spectacle of Capote’s performance. But [ also remember feeling a deep pleasure
in hearing Capote make language, in “getting” the fantastic bitchiness of his quip. Like
Gomez, I can locate that experence of suburban spectatorship as having a disidentifi-
catory impact on me. Capote’s performance was as exhilarating as it was terrifying.
This memory was powerfully reactivated for me when 1 first saw Marge Gomez Is
Pretty, Wirty, and Gay. Her performance, one that elicited disidentificatory spectator-
ship, transported me w a different place and time. Her performance did the work of
prying open memory for me and elucidating one important episode of self formation.

In writing this Introduction, I went back to check my sources to determine ex-
actly when and on which show Capote first made this statement. [ was suzprised to
discover, while flipping through a Capote biography, that while the writer did indeed
make this cutting remark on the David Susskind Show, that remark aired during a
1959 episode dedicated to the Beats in which established writers Capote, Norman
Mailer, and Dorothy Parker were evaluating the worth of the then younger genera-
tion of writers. Capote’s quip was in response to Mailer's assertion that Kerouac was
the best writer of his generation. The original broadcast, which wes the same year as
the Cuban Revolution, aired eight years before my own birth and six years before my
parents emigrated to Miami. I mention all of this not to set the record straight bur to
gesture to the revisionary aspects of my own disidentificatory memory of Capote’s
performance. Perhaps I read about Capote’s comment, or I may have seen a rerun of
that broadcast twelve or thirteen years later, But [ do know this: my memory and
subjectivity reformatted that memory, letting it work within my own internal narra-
tives of subject formation. Gomez's performance helped and even instructed this re-
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remembering, enabling me to somehow understand the power and shame of queer-
ness. Now, looking through the dark glass of adulthood, I am beginning to under-
stand why I needed that broadcast and memory of that performance, which I may or
may not have actually seen, to be part of my self

The theoretical conceptualizations and figurations that flesh our this book are in-
debted to the theoretical/practical work of Gomez's performance. For me there would
be no theory, no Disidentifications, without the cultural work of people such as
Gomez. Such performances constitute the political and conceptual center of this study.
I want to note that, for me, the making of theory only wanspires aj%r the artists’ per-
formance of counterpublicity is realized for my own disidentificatory eyes.

It is also important to note at the beginning of this book that disidentification is
nos ahuzys an adequate strategy of resistance or survival for all minority subjects. At
times, resistance needs to be pronounced and direct; on other occasions, queers of
color and other minority subjects need to follow a conformist path if they hope to
survive a hostile public sphere. But for some, disidentification is a survival strategy
that works within and outside the dominant public sphere simultaneously. The re-
mainder of this Introduction will elaborate disidentification through a survey of dif-
ferent theoretical paradigms.

Dissing Identity

The fiction of identity is one that is accessed with relative ease by most majoritarian
subjects. Minoritarian subjects need to interface wich different subcultural fields ©
activate their own senses of self. This is not to say that majoritarian subjects have no
recourse to disidentification or that their own formation as subjects is not structured
through multiple and sometimes conflicting sites of identification. Within late capi-
talism, all subject citizens are formed by what Néstor Garcia Canclini has called
“hybrid transformations generated by the horizontal coexstence of a number of
symbolic systems.”™ Yet, the story of identity formation predicated on “hybrid trans-
formations” that this text is interested in telling concerns subjects whose identities
are formed in response to the cultural logics of heteronormativity, white supremacy,
and misogyny—cultural logics that I will suggesr work to undergied state power.
The disidentificatory performances that are documented and discussed here circu-
late in subcultural circuits and strive to envision and activate new social relations.
These new social relations would be the blueprint for minoritarian counterpublic
spheres.

This study is informed by the belief that the use-value of any narrative of identi-
ty that reduces subjectivity to either a social constructivist model or what has been
called an essentialist understanding of the self is especially exhausted. Clearly; neither
story is complete, but the way in which these understandings of the self have come to
be aligned with each other as counternarratives is now a standard protocol of theory-
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making processes that are no longer of much use. Political theorist William E.
Connolly argues that

[tlo treat identity as a site at which entrenched dispositions encounter socially

constituted definitions is not to insist that any such definiton will fit every

human being equally well or badly. Some possibilities of social definition are
more suitable for cermin bodies and cermin individuals, particularly after each

had branded into it as “second namre” a stramm of dispositions, proclivities,

and preliminary self-understandings.

Connolly understands identity as a site of struggle where fixed dispositions clash
against socially constituted definitions. This account of identity offers us a reprieve
from the now stale essentialism versus antiessentialism debates that surround stories
of self-formation.® The political theortist’s formulations understand identity as pro-
duced at the point of contact between essential understandings of self (fixed disposi-
tions) and socially constructed nartatives of self. The chapters that make up this study
attempt to chart the ways in which identity is enacted by minority subjects who must
wortk with/resist the conditions of (im)possibility that dominant culture generates.
The cultural performers I am considering in this book must negotiate between a fixed
identity disposition and the socially encoded roles that are available for such subjects.
The essentialized understanding of identity (i.e., men are like this, Latinas are Jike
that, queers are that way) by its very nature must reduce identities to lowest-common-
denominator terms. There is an essential blackness, for example, in various strains of
black nationalist thinking and it is decidedly heterosexual.4 Socially encoded scripts
of identity are often formatted by phobic energies around race, sexuality, gender,and
various other identificatory distinctions. Following Connolly’s lead, I understand the
labor (and it is often, if not always, werk) of making identity as a process that takes
place at the point of collision of perspectives that some critics and theorists have un-
derstood as essentialist and constructivist. This collision is precisely the moment of
negotiation when hybrid, racially predicated, and deviantly gendered identities arrive
at representation. In doingso, a tepresentational contractis broken; thequeerand the
colored come into perce prion and the social order receives a jolt that may reverberate
loudly and widely, or in less dramatic, yet locally indispensable, ways.

The version of identity politics that this book participates in imagines a recon-
structed narrative of identity formation that locates the enacting of self at precisely
the point where the discourses of essentialism and constructivism short-circuit. Such
identities use znd are the fruits of a practice of disidentificatory reception and perfor-
mance. The term identities-in-difference is a highly effective term for categorizing the
identities that populate these pages. This term is one of the many figurations that I
borrow from Third World feminists and radical women of colos, especially Chicana
theorists, who have greatly contributed to discourses that expand and radicalize iden-
tity. Gloria Anzaldia and Chertie Moraga, in their individual writings and in their
groundbreaking anthology This Bridge Called My Back: Weitings by Radical Women of



INTRODUCTION 7

Color, have pushed forward the idea of a radical feminist of color identity that
shrewdly reconfigures identity for a progressive political agenda. The thread that first
emanated from those writers is intensified and made cogent for an academic dis-
course by Chela Sandovalin her theoty of diferential consciousness. All of these writ-
ers’ ideas about identity are taken up by Norma Alarcdn in her influential articles. In
one partiatlar essmy, Alarcon synthesizes the work of Anzaldda, Moraga, and
Sandoval, along with the other theories of difference put forward by Andre Lorde
and Jacques Derrida (who employs the term diférance), in an attempt to describe
and decipher dentity-in-difference:
By working through the “identity-in-diff erence” paradox, many radical women
theonists have implicitly wotked in the interstice/interface of (existentalist)
“identity politics” and “postmodernism” without a dear cut modemist agenda.
Neither Audre Lorde nor Chela Sandoval’s notion of difference/differential con-
sciousness subsumes a Derridean theotization—though resonances cannot be
denied and must be explored—so much as represents a process of “determined
negation,” a nay-saying of the variety of the “not yet, that’s not it.” The drive
behind that “not yet/that’s not it” position in Sandoval’s work is termed “differ-
ential consciousness,” in Lorde’s wotk, “difference,” and in Derrida’s work, i
forance. Yet each invokes dissimilatly located circuits of signification codified by
the site of emergence, which nevertheless does not obviate their agreement on
the “not yet,” which points towards a firture ’

Alarcén’s linking of these convergent yet dissimilar models is made possible by the fact
that these different paradigms attempt to catalog “sites of emergence.” The disidentifi-
catory identity performances I catalog in these pages afe all emergent identities-in-
difference. These identities-in-difference emetge from a filed interpellation within
the dominant public sphere. Their emergence is predicated on their ability to disiden-
tify with the mass public and instead, through this disidentification, contribute to the
finction of a counterpublic sphese. Although I wse tetms such as “minoritarian sub-
jects” or the less jargony “people of color/queets of color” to describe the different cul-
ture workers who appear in these pages, I do want to state that all of these formations
of identity are “identities-in-diff erence.”

The strict psychoanalytic account of identification is important to rehearse ar
this point. Jean Laplanche and Jein-Bertrand Pontalis define “identification” in the
following way: “[A] psychological process whereby the subject assimilates an aspect,
property or atttibute of the other and is transformed, wholly or partially; after the
model the other provides. It is by means of a seties of identifications that the person-
ality is constituted and specified ™ Can a self or a personality be crafted without
proper identifications’ A disidentifying subject is unable to fully identify of to form
what Sigmund Freud called that “just-as-if” reladonship. In the examples I am en-
gaging, what stops identification from happening is always the ideological restric-
dons implicit in an identificatory site.
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T he processes of craftingand performing theself that I examine here are not best
explained by recourse to linear accounts of identification, As critics who work on and
with identity politics well know, identification is not about simple mimesis, but, as
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick reminds us in the introduction to The Epiemology of the
Claser, “dlways includes multiple processes of identifying with. It also involves identi-
fication as against; but even did it not, the relations implicit in identifying with are,
as psychoanalysis suggests, in themselves quite sufficiently fraughtwith intensities of
incorporation, diminishment, inflation, threat, loss, reparation, and disavowal.”” Iden-
tification, then, as Sedgwick explains, is never a simple project. Identifying with an
object, person, lifestyle, history, political ideclogy; religious orientation, and so on,
means also simultaneously and partially counteridentifying, as well as only partially
identifying, with different aspects of the social and psychic world.

Although the various processes of identification are fraught, those subjects who
are hailed by more than one minority identity component have an especially ar-
duous time of it. Subjects who are outside the purview of dominant public spheres
encounter obstacles in enacting identifications. Minority identifications are often ne-
glectful or antagonistic to other minoritarian positionalities. This is as true of differ-
ent theoretical paradigms as'it is of everyday ideologies. The next section delineates
the biases and turf-war thinking that make an identity construct such as “queer of
color” difficult to inhabit.

Race Myopias/Queer Blind Spots: Disidentifying with “Theory *

Digdenttfications is meant to offer alens to elucidate minoritarian politics that is not
monocausal or monothematic, onethatis calibrated to discern a multiplicity ofinter-
locking identity components and the ways in which they affect the social. Cultural
studies of race, class, gender, and sexuality are highly segregated. The optic that I wish
to fashion is meant to be, to borrow a phrase from critical legal theorist Kimberle
William Crenshaw, intersecrional® Crenshaw'’s theory of intersectionality is meant to’
account for convergences of black and feminist critical issues within a paradigm that
factors in both of these components and replaces what she has referred to as mono-
causal paradigms that can only consider blackness at the expense of feminism or vice
versa. These monocausal protocols are established through the reproduction of nor-
mative accounts of woman that always imply a white feminist subject and equally
normativizing accounts of blackness that assume maleness.

These normativizing protocols keep subjects from accessing identities. We see
these ideological barriers to multiple identifications in a foundational cultural studies
text such as Frantz Fanon's Black Skins, White Matks, the great twentieth-century trea-
dse on the colonized mind. In a footnote, Fanon wrote what is for any contemporary
antihomophobic reader an inflammatory utterance: “Let me observe at once that I
had no opportunity to establish the overt presence of homosexuality in Martinique,
This must be viewed as the absence of the Oedipus complex in the Antilles. The
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schema of homosexuality is well enough known.”® Inhis chapter on colonial identity,
Fanon dismisses the possibility of a homosexual component in such an identic forma-
tion. This move is not uncommon; it is basically understood as an “it’s a white thing”
dismissal of queerness. Think, for a moment, of the queer revolutionary from the
Antilles, perhaps a young woman who has already been burned in Fanon’s text by his
writing on the colonized woman. What process can keep an identification with
Fanon, his politics, his work possible for this woman? In such a case, a disidentifica-
tion with Fanon might be one of the only ways in which she is capable of reformat-
ting the powerful theorist for her own project, one that might be as queer and femi-
nist as it is anticolontal. Disidentification offers a Fanon, for that queer and lesbtan
reader, who would not be sanitized; instead, his homophobia and misogyny would
be interrogated while his anticolonial discourse was engaged as a szl valuable yet me-
diated tdentification. This maneuver reststs an unproductive turn toward good dog/
bad dog criticism and instead leads to an identification that is both mediated and im-
mediate, a disidentification that enables politics.

The phenomenon of “the queer is a white thing” fantasy is strangely reflected in
reverse by the normativity of whiteness in mainstzeam North American gay culwure.
Marlon Riggs made chis argument with critical fierceness in his groundbreaking
video Tomgues Unsied (1989), where he discussed being lost in a sea of vanilla once he
came out and moved to San Francisco. A segment in the video begins a slow close-up
on a high-school yearbook image of a blond white boy. The image is accompanted by
a voice-over narration that discusses this boy; chis first love, as both a blessing and, fi-
nally, a curse. The natracive then shifts to scenes of what seems to be a euphoric
Castro district in San Francisco whete semiclad white bodies flood the streets of the
famous gay neighborhood. Riggs's voice-over performance offers a testimony that
functions as shrewd analysis of the foree of whiteness in queer culture:

In California I learned the touch and taste of snow. Cruising white boys, I
played ont adolescent dreams deferred. Patterns of black upon white upon black
upon white mesmerized me. I focused hard, concentrated deep. Maybe from
fme to rime a brother glanced my way. I never noticed. I was immersed in
vanilla. I savored the single flavor, one deliberately not my own. I avoided the
question “Why?” Pretended not to notice the absence of black images in this
new paylife, in bookstores, poster shops, film festivals, my own fantastes. I tried
not to notice the few images of blacks that were most popular: joke, ferish, car-
twon caricature, of disco diva adored from a distance. Something in Oz, in me,
was amiss, but I tried not to notice, I was intent on the search for love, affirma-
tion, my reflection in eyes of blue, gray, green. Searching, I found something I
didn’t expect, something decadeso f determined assimilation could not blind me
te in this great gay mecca [ was an invisible man; still, T had no shadow, no sub-
stance. No history, no place. No reflection. I was alien, unseen, and seen, un-
wanted. Here, as in Hepzibah, I was a nigga, still. I quit—the Castro was no
longer my home, my mecca (never was, in fact), and I went in search of some-
thing better.
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Marlen Riggs in Tergues Unfied, Couresy of Framefine,

This anecdoral reading of queer culture’s whiteness is a critique that touches various
strata of queer culture. 2ongues Untied has been grossly misread as being a “vilifica-
tion” of white peaple and the $/M community in general Consider John Champagne’s
apolagist defense of the mainstream gay community’s racism as a standard maneuver
by embattled white gay men when their account of victimization is undercue by ref-
crence to racial privilege.1®

A survey of the vast majority of gay and lesbian studies and queer theory in print
shows the same absence of colored images as does the powerful perfarmance in
Tongues Untied. Most of the cornerstanes of queer theory that are taught, cited, and
canonized in gay and lesbian stdies classraoms, publications, and conferences are
decidedly directed taward analyzing white lesbians and gay men. The lack of inclu-
sion is most certainly not the main préblem with the treatment of race. A sofe multi-
cultural inclusion of race and ethnicity does not, on its own, lead to a progressive
identity discourse. Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano has made the valuable poinr that “[tlhe
lack of attention to race in the work of leading lesbian theatists reaffirms the belief
that it is possible to talk about sexuaity without talking about race, which in tum
reaffirms the belief that it is necessary to talk about race and sexuality only when dis-
cussing peaple of calor and their text. "I When race is discussed by most white queer
theorists, it is usually a contained reading of an ardst of color that does not factor
questions of race into theentirety of their project. Once again taking up my analogy
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with Riggs's monologue, I want to argue that if the Castro was Oz for some gay men
who joined a great queer western migration, the field of scholarship that is emerging
today as gay and lesbian studies is also another realm that is over the rainbow. The
field of queer theory, like the Castro that Riggs portrays, is—and I write from experi-
ence—a place where a scholar of color can easily be lost in an immersion of vanilla
while her or his critical faculties can be frozen by an avalanche of snow. The powerful
queer feminist theorist/activists that are most often cited—Lorde, Barbara Smith,
Anzaldiia, and Moraga, among others—are barely ever critially engaged and instead
are, like the disco divas that Riggs mentions, mercly adoredfrom.a distance. The fact
that the vast majority of publications and conferences that fill out the discipline of
queer theory continue to treat race as an addendum, if at all, indicates that there is
something amiss in this Oz, too.

The Pécheuxian Paradigm

The theory of disidentification that I am offering is meant to contribute to an under-
standing of the ways in which queers of color identify with ethnos or queerness de-
spite the phobic charges in both fields. The French linguist Michel Pécheux extrapo-
lated a theory of disidentification from Marxist theorist Louis Althusser’s influential
theory of subject formation and interpellation. Althusser’s “Ideology and Ideological
State Apparatuses” was among the first articulations of the role ofideology in theoriz-
ing subject formation. For Althusser, ideology is an inescapable realm in which sub-
jects are called into being or “hailed,” a process he calls interpellation. Ideology isthe
imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of exdstence. The loca-
tion ofideology is always within an appararusand its practice or practices, such as the
state apparatus.12

Pecheux built on this theory by describing the three modes in which a subject
is constructed by ideological practices. In this schema, the first mode is understood
as “identification,” where a “Good Subject” chooses the path of identification with
discursive and ideological forms. “Bad Subjects” resist and attempt to reject the im-
ages and identificatory sites offered by dominant ideology and proceed to rebel, to
“counteridentify” and turn against this symbolic system. The danger that Pécheux
sees in such an operation would be the counterdetermination that such a system in-
stalls, a structure that validates the dominant ideology by reinforcing its dominance
through the contrdlled symmetry of “counterdetermination.” Disidentification is the
third mode of dealing with dominanr ideology, ane thar nrither opts to assimilate
withinsuch a structure nor strictly opposes it; rather, disidentification is a strategy that
works on and against dominant ideology.!? Instead of buckling under the pressures of
dominant ideology {identification, assimilation) or attempting to break free of its in-
escapable sphere (counteridentification, utopianism), this “working on and against” is
a strategy that tries to transform a cultural logic from within, always laboring to enact
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permanent structural change while at the same time valuing the importance oflocal
or everyday struggles of resistance.

Judith Butler gestures toward the uses of disidentification when discussing the
failure of identification. She parries with Slavoj Zizek, who understands disidentifica-
tion as a breaking down of political possibility, “a fictionalization to the point of po-
litical immobilization.”"* She counters Zizek byasking the following question of his
formulations: “What are the possibilities of politicizing disidentification, this experi-
ence of misrecognition, this uneasy sense of standing under a sign to which one does
and does not belong” Butler answers: “it may be that the affirmation of that slip-
page, that the failure of identification, is itself the point of departure for a more de-
mocratizing affirmation of internal difference.”> Both Butler's and Pécheux’s ac-
counts of disidentification put forward an understanding of identification .as never
being as seamless or unilateral as the Freudian account would suggest.'é Both theo-
rists construct the subject as 257 4e ideology. Their models permit one to examine
theories of a subject who is neither the “Good Subject,” who has an easy or magical
identification with dominant culture, or the “Bad Subject,” who imagines herself
outside of ideology. Instead, they pave the way to an understanding of a “disidentifi-
catory subject” who tactically and simultaneously works on, with, and againsta cul-
tural form.

As a practice, disidentification does not dispel those ideological contradictory
elements; rather, like a melancholic subject holding on to a lost object, a disidentify-
ing subject works to hold on to this object and invest it with new life. Sedgwick, in
her work on the affect, shame, and its role in queer performativity, has explained:

The forms taken by shame are not distinct “toxic” parts of a group or individual
identity that can be excised; they are instead integral to and residual in the
process in which identity is formed. They are available for the wodk of meta-
morphosis, reframing, refiguration, trandfigurarion, affective and symbolic load-
ing and deformation; but unavailable for effecting the work of purgation and
deontological closure.l”

To disidentify is to read oneself and one’s own life narrative in a moment, object, or
subject that is not culturally coded to “connect” with the disidentifying subject. It is
not to pick and choose what one takes out of an identification. It is not to willfully
evacuate the politically dubious or shamefill components ‘within an identificatory
locus. Rather, it is the reworking of those energies that do not elide the “harmful” or
contradictory components of any identity. It is an acceptance of the necessary inter-
jection that has occurred in such situations.

Disidentiftcations is, to some degree, an argument with psychoanalytic orthodox-
ies within cultural studies. It does not represent a wholesale rejection of psychoanaly-
sis. Indeed, one’s own relationship with psychoanalysis can be disidentificatory.
Rather than reject psychoanalytic accounts of identification, the next section engages
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work on identification and desire being done in the psychoanalytic wing of queer
theory.

Identification beyond and with Psychcanalysis

The homophobic and racist vicissitudes of psychoanalysis’s version of identification
have been explored by various critics. Diana Fuss, for instance, has shown the ways in
which Freud constructed a false dichotomy between desire and identification. Desire
is the way in which “proper” object choices are made and identification is a term
used to explicate the pathological investment that people make with bad object
choices.?® Fuss proposes a new theory of identification based on a vampiric unde:-
standing of subjectivity formation:
Vampirism works more like an inverted farm of identification—identification
pulled inside out—where the subject, in the act of interiorizing the other, si-
multaneously reproduces externally in the other. Vampirism is both other-
incorporating and self -reproducing; it delimits a more ambiguous space where
desire and identification appear less opposed than coterminous, where the desire

to be the other (identification) draws its very sustenance from the desire t have
the other.?

The incorporation of the other in. this account is in stark opposition to Freud's ver-
sion, in which identification is distributed along stages, all teleologically calibrated
toward (compulsory) heterosexuality. Fuss’s revisionary approach to psychoanalysis
insists on desire’s coterminous relationship with identification.

Fuss’s groundbreaking work on identification has been met with great skepti-
cism by Teresa de Lauretis, who discounts this theory on the grounds that it will fur-
ther blur the lines between specifically lesbian sexuality and subjectivity and feminist
takes on female sexuality and subjectivity.2® De Lauretis’s approach, also revisionary,
takes the tack of substituting desire for identification in the narrative of psycho-
analysis. For de Lauretis, lesbian desire is not predicated by or implicated within any
structure of identification (much Jess cross-identifications). Herapproach to desire is
to expand it and let it cover and replace what she sees as a far too ambiguous notion
ofidentification. On this point, I side with Fuss and other queer theorists who shate
the same revisionary impulse as de Lauretis but who are not as concerned with oz-
dering the lines of proper, reciprocal desire against what she views as oblique cross-
identifications. A substantial section of chapter 1. “Famous and Dandy like B. 'n’
Andy,” is concerned with the power of cross-identifications between two artists, Jean-
Michel Basquiat and Andy Warhol, who do not match along the Jines of race, sexual-
ity, class, or generation. This strategy of reading the two artists together and in reac-
tion to each other is informed by a politics of coalition antithetica) to the politics of
separatism that I see as a foundational premise of de Lauretis’s project. The political
agenda suggested here does not uniformly reject separatism either; more nearly, it is
wary of separatism because it is not always 2 feasible option for subjects who are not
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empowered by white privilege or class status. People of color, queers of color, white
queers, and other minorities occasionally and understandably long for separatist en-
claves outside of the dominant culture. Such enclaves, however, are often politically
disadvantageous when one stops to consider the ways in which the social script de-
pends on minority factionalism and-isolationism to maintain the status of the domi-
nant order.

Disidentification works like the remaking of identification that Fuss advocates.
Counteridentificarion, the attempt at dissolving or abolishing entrenched cultural
formations, corresponds to de Lauretis's substitution of desire for identificadion. In
Idensifscation Papers, her book on Freud, psychoanalysis, and identification, Fuss suc-
cinculy historicizes the long-standing confusion between the terms desire and idensifi-
cation. She puts pressure on the distinction between wanting the other and wanting ©
be the other. Fuss marks the distinction between these terms as “precarious” at best.2

Valentin, a documentary subject in Augie Robles’s groundbreaking short docu-
mentary Chalo Jao (1993), comes to recognize an early communal identification
with Che Guevara as being, on both a subjective and 2 communal level, about desir-
ing El Che. Robles’s video interviews three young Chicano men in their early twen-
ties. The documentary subjects expound on the quotidian dimensions of queer
Chicano life in &/ barrio and the w hite gay ghetro. Cholo Jow's final sequence features
aperformance by Valentin. Valentin, hair slicked baclc and lips reddened with a dark
lipstick, turns in a captivating performance for the video camera. He sits in a chair
throughout his monologue, yet the wit and charm of his performed persona defy the
conventions of “talking head”; which is to say that he is not so much thetalkinghead
as he is a performer in collaboration with the video artist. After reflecting on the
“tredness” of Chicano nationalism’s sexism and homophobia, he tells an early child-
hood story that disidentifies with the script of Chicano nationalism.

And I grew up in Logan Heights. We had murals, Chicano park was tremen-
dous. Now that I'm nor there I know what it is But at the time you would walk
through and see these huge murals. There was a mural of Che Guevara, that is
still there, with the quote “A true rebel is guided by deep feelings of love.” I re-
member reading that as 2 lirde Jid and thinking, what the fuck does that mean?
Then | realized, yeah, that'sright. That I'm not going to fight out of anger but
because I love myself and Ilove my community.

For Valentin, this remembering serves as a striking reinvention of Che Guevara.
By working through his queer child's curiosity from the posirionality of a gay
Chicano man, Valentfn unearths a powerful yet elusive queer kernel in revolutionary/
liberationist identity. Guevara, as both cultural icon and revolutionary thinker, had
a significant influence on the early Chicano movement, as he did on all Third
World movements. In this video performance, Guevara stands in for all that was
promising and utopian about the Chicano movement. He also represents the en-
trenched misogyny and homophobia of masculinist liberation ideologies. Valentin’s
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locution, his performance of memory, reads that queer valence thathas always sub-
liminally charged such early nationalist thought. His performance does not simply
undermine nationalism but instead hopes to rearticulate such discourses within
terms thatare politically progressive.

Indeed, Valentin knows something that Fuss and other queer and feminist com-
mentators on Freud know: that the story we are often fed, our prescribed “public”
scripts of identification and our private and motivating desires, are not exactly indis-
tinguishable but blurred. The point, then, is not to drop either desire or identifica-
tion from the equation. Rather, it is to understand the sometimes interlocking and
coterminous, separate and mutually exclusive nature of both psychic structures.

Ideology for de Lauretis seems to be an afeerword to desire. In this book, T will
be teasing out the ways in which desire and identification can be tempered and
rewritten (not dismissed.or banished) through ideology. Queers are notalways “prop-
erly” interpellated by the dominant public sphere’s heterosexist mandates because de-
sire for a bad object offsets that process of reactionary ideological indoctrination. In 2
somewhat analogous fashion, queer desires, perhaps desires that negate self, desire for
a white beauty ideal, are reconstituted by an ideological component that tells us that
such modalities of desire and desiring are too self-compromising. We thus disiden-
tify with the white ideal. We desire it but desire it with a difference. The negotia-
tions between desire, identification, and ideology are'a part of the important work of
disidentification.

Disidentification’s Work

My thinking about the power and poignancy of crisscrossed identificatory and desir-
ing circuits is as indebted to the work of writers such as James Baldwin as it is to psy-
choanalytic theorists such as Fuss or de Lauretis. For instance, Baldwin’s The Devi/
Einds Work, a book-length essay, discusses young Baldwin’s suffering under a father’s
physical and verbal abuse and how he found a refuge in a powerful identification
with a white starlet ata Sarurday afternoon matinee screening, Baldwin writes:

So here, now, was Bette Davis, on the Saturday afternoon, in close-up, overa
champagne glass, pop-eyes popping. I was astounded. I had caught my father
notin a lie, but in an infirmity. For here, before me, afeer all, was a movie star:
white: and if she wds white and a movie star, she was rich: and she was ugly. . . .
Out ofbewilderment, out of loyalty to my mother, probably, and also because T
sensed something menacing and unhealthy (for me, cerrainly) in the face on the
screen, I gave Davis's skin the dead white greenish cast of something crawling
from under a rock, butI was held, just the same, by the tense intelligence of the
forehead, the disaster of the lips: and when she moved, she moved just like 2

nigger.2

The cross-identification that Baldwin vividly describes here is echoed in other wistful
narratves of childhood described later in this Introduction. What is suggestive about
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Baldwin’s account is the way in which Davis signifies something both liberatory and
horrible. A blackand queer belle-lettres queen such as Baldwin finds something use-
ful in the image; a certain sutvival strategy is made possible via this visual disidentifi-
cation with Bette Davis and her freakish beauty. Although T /e Devil Finds Work goes
on to discuss Baldwin’s powerful identifications with Hollywood’s small group of
black actors, this mediated and vexed identification with Davis is one of the most
compelling examples of the process and effects thart I discuss here as disidentification.

The example of Baldwin’s relationship with Davis is a disidentification insofar as
the African-American writer transforms the raw material of identification (the linear
match that leads toward interpellation) while simultaneously positioning himself
within and outside the image of the movie star. For Baldwin, disidentification is
morethan simply an interpretative trn or a psychic maneuver; it is, most crucially, a
survival strategy.

If the terms identificarion and countzridentification are 1eplaced with their rough
corollasies assimilation and: anti-assimilation, a position such as disidentification is
open to the charge that it is merely an apolitical sidestepping, trying to avoid the trap
of assimilating or adhering to different separatist or nationalist ideologies. The debate
can be historicized as the early twentieth-century debate in African-American let-
ters: the famous dlashes between Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois.
Wasbington, a wiiter, national race leader, and the founder of the Tuskegee Institute,
proposed a program for black selfhood that by today’s post-<ivil-rights standards and
polemics would be seen as assimilationist. Washington proposed that blacks must
prove their equality by pulling themselves up by their bootstraps and achieving suc-
cess in the arenas of economic development and education before they were allorted
civil rights. Du Bois was the founder of the Niagara Movement, a civil-rights protest
organization that arose in response to Washington’s conciliatory posture accommo-
dating and justifying white racism. Du Bois’s separatist politics advocated voluntary
black segregation during the Depression to consolidate black-community power
bases, and eventually led to his loss of influence in the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), an organization he helped found in
1910. Washington's and Du Bois’s careers came to embody assimilation and anti-
assimilation positions. In Chicano letters, Richard Rodriguez’s autobiography, Humger
of Memory (1982), came to represent an assimilationist position similar to the one
proposed in Washington's Up firom Siavery (1901). Some of the first interventions
in contemporary Chicano cultural studies and literary theory were critiques of
RodrigueZs antibilingualism tract23

Disidentification is not an apolitical middle ground between the positions es-
poused by intellectuals such as Washington and Du Bois. Its polirical'agenda is clear-
ly indebted to antiassimilationist thought. It departs from the antiassimilationist
rhetoric for reasons that are both strategic and methodological. Michel Foucault ex-
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phins the paradox of powers working in relation to discourse in The Hitory of
Sexuality, volume 1:

(It is in discoursc that power and knowledge arc joined together. And for this
very reason, we must conceive discourse as a serics of discontinuous scgments
whose tactical function is neither uniform nor stable. To be more precise, we
must not imagine a world of discourse divided between accepted discourse and
excluded discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the dominated one;
but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various
strategics . . . Discourses are not once and for all subscrvient to power or raised
up against it, any more than silences are. We must make allowance for the com-
plex and unstable process whereby discourse can be both an instrument and an
cffect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling-block, a.point of resistance
and a starting point for an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces
power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and
makes it possible to thwart it24

The Foucauldian theory of the polyvalence of discourse informs the theory of dis-
identification being put forth here inasmuch as disidentification is a strategy that re-
sists a conception of power as being a fixed discourse. Disidentification negotiates
strategics of resistance within the flux of discourse and power. It understands that
counterdiscourses, like discourse, can always fluctuate for diffcrent ideological ends
and a politicized agent must have the ability to adapt and shift as quickly as power
does within discourse.

Listening to Disidentification

T e Devil Finds Work reccived considerable praise and helped revitalize what was, at
the time, Baldwin’s somewhat faltering career. It was released right before the author
commenced what he called his “second life” as an educator. David Leeming’s biogra-
phy cites an interview with Baldwin in which he discusses what he imagines to be the
link between The Devil Finds Work and the text that followed it, Baldwin’s final and
longest novel, Just Above My Head:

He told Mary Bhune that the book “demanded a certain confession of myself,”
a confession of his loneliness as a celebrity lefe behind by assassinated comrades,
a confession of compassion and hope even as he was being criticized for being
passé, a confession of his fascination with the American fantasy, epitomized by
Hollywood, even as he condemned it. It was “a rehearsal for something I'll deal
with later.” That something, Just' Above My Head, would be the major work of
hislateryears?s

Fot Baldwin, nonficton, or, morc neatly, autobiography, is a rehearsal far fiction.
Stepping back from the autobiographer’s statement, we might also come to under-
stand the writer’s disidentificatory practice to extend to the ideological and structural
grids that we come to understand as genre. Baldwin’s fiction did not indulge the pro-
jeet of camouflaging an authorial surrogate. Instead, he produced a fiction that
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abounded with stand-ins. fusr Above My Head includes the central character of
Arthur, who is representarive of a familiar themaric in the author’s work, the trope of
the bluesboy who is a bluesman in process. Arthur is a black gay man whose intense
relationship with his brother David clearly mirrors the authot’s close tie with his own
brother, David Baldwin. But there is also a Jimmy in the novel, who is also a black
gay man, and represents a younger version of the author. Jimmy has a sister, Julia,
who, like Baldwin, was a renowned child preacher, famous throughout the black
church community of Hatlem.

With this posited, we begin to glimpse an understanding of fiction as “a technol-
ogy of the self.” This self is a disidentificatory self whose relarion to the social is not
overdetermined by universalizing rhetorics of selfhood. The “real self” who comes
into being through fiction is nor the self who produces fiction, but is instead pro-
duced bjrfiction. Binaries finally begin to falter and fiction becomes the real whichis
to say that the rruth effect of ideological grids is broken down through Baldwin’s
disidentification with the notion of fiction—and it does not stop here fiction then
becomes a contested field of self-production.

Let me attempt to illustrate this point by substiruting the word ficzion used thus
far with the word somg. Furthermore, I want to draw a connecting line berween
fiction/song and ideology in a similar fashion. With this notion of the song in place,
I want to consider an elegant passage near the end of Jus Above My Head. Up to this
point, the novel has been narrated by Hall, Arthur’s brother. The narradve breaks
down after Arthur passes away on the floor of a London pub. At this pressured mo-
ment, the narrative voice and authority are passed on to Jimmy, Arthur’s last lover.
The baton is passed from Hall to Jimmy through a moment of petformative writing
that simultaneously marks Arthur’s passing and Hall's reluctance to give up com-
mand over the fiction of Archur, bis brother:

Ah. What is he doing on the floor in a basement of the historical cicy? That city

built on the principle thar he would have the grace to live, and, cernainly, to die

somewhere ourtside the gates?
Peshaps I must do now what I most feared to do: surrender my brother to

Jimmy, giveJimmy’s piano the ultimare solo: which must also now, be raken as

the bridge. 26

Jimmy, who is cerrainly another manifestation of the ghost of Jimmy Baldwin, is
given his solo. It is a queer lover’s solitary and mournful song. The queer solo is a
lament thar does not collapse into nostalgia but instead takes flight:

The song does not belong to the singer. The singer is found by the song. Ain’t
no singet, anywhete, ever made up asong—rhat is not possible. He hearssome-
thing. I realy believe, at the bottom of my balls, baby, that somerhing hears
him, something says, come herel and jionps on him just how you jump ona
piano ot asaxora violin ora drum and you make it sing the song you hear: and
you love it, and you take care of it, better than you take care of yourself, can you
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dig it? but you don't have no mercy on it. You can't. You can't have mercy!
That sound you hear, that pound you ty to pitch with the utmost precision—
and did you hear me? Wow!—is the sound of millions and millions and, who
knows, now, listening, where life is, where is death””

The singer is the subject who stands inside—and, in the most important ways, out-
side—of fiction, ideology, “the real” He is not its author and never has been. He
hears a call and we remember not only the “hey; you” of Althusser’s ideology cop but
also the lirtle white girlin Fanon who cries out “Look, 2 Negro.” But something also
hearsthis singer who is not the author of the song. He is heard by something thatisa
shared impulse, a drive toward justice, retribution, emancipation—which permits
him to disidentify with the song. He works on the song with fierce intensity and she
utwnost precision. This utmost precision is needed to rework that song, thatstory, that
fiction, that mastering plot. It is needed to make a self —to disidentify despite the
ear-splitting hostility that the song first proposed for the singer. Another vibe is culd-
vated. Thus, we hear and sing disidentification. The relations between the two are so
interlaced and crisscrossed—reception and performance, interpretation and praxis—
that it seens foolish to straighten out this knot.

Baldwin believed that fust Above My Headwas his greatest novel, but he also ex-
petienced it as a failute. In a letter to his brother David, he wrote: “I wanted it to be
a great song, instead it’s just a lyric"?® It was ultimately a lyric that mattered. Jtwasa
necessary fiction, one like the poetry that was not a luxury for Audre Lorde. It was
a lyric that dreamed, strove, and agitated to disorder the real and wedge open a space
in the social where the necessary fictions of blackness and queerness could ascend to
something that wes and was not fiction, but was, nonetheless, utterly heard.

Morginal Eyes; The Radical Feminist of Color Underpinnings of Disidentification

When histories of the hermeneutic called queer theoryare recounted, one rext is lef
out of most otigin narratives. Many would agree that Foucault’s discourse analysis or
Roland Basthes's stylized semiology are important foundational texts for the queer
theory project. Monique Wittig's matesialist readings of the straight mind are in-
voked in some genealogies. Many writers have traced a line to queer theory from
both Anglo-American feminism and the French feminism that dominated feminist
discourse in the 1980s. But other theory projects have enabled many scholars to
imagine queer critique today. This book is influenced, to various degrees, by all of
those theoretical forerunners, yet it is important to mark a text and a tradition of femi-
nist scholarship thar most influence and organize my thinking. I am thinking of
work that, like Foucault’s and Barthes’s projects, help us unpack the ruses and signs
of normativity; I am calling on .a bady of theory that, like Wittig’s critiques, indexes
class as well as the materialist dimensions of the straight mind; [ am invoking a mode
of scholarship thar also emerged from the latger body of feminist discoutse. Cherrfe
Moraga and Gloria Anzalddd's 1981 anthology Ths Bridge Called My Back: Writings
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ty Radical Women of Color is too often ignored or underplayed in genealogies of
queer theory? Bridge represented a crucial brealc in gender studies discourse in
which any naive positioning of genderas the primary and singular node of diff erence
within feminist theory and politics was irrevocably challenged. Today, feminists who
insist on a unified feminist subject not organized around race, class, and sexuality do
50 at their own risk, or, more succinctly, do so in opposition w work such as Bridge.
The contributors to that volume set out to diszupt the standardized protocols of gen-
der studies and activism; and, although the advancements of white feminists in inte-
grating multiple sites of difference in their analytic approaches have not, in many
cases, been significant, the anthology has proved invaluable to many feminists, les-
bians, and gay male writers of color.

This Bridge Called My Backserves as a valuable example of disidentification as a
political strategy. Alarcén, a contributor to that volume, suggested in a later article
that T/is Bridge Called My Back sexved asa document that broke with previous femi-
nist strategies of identification and counteridentification. She carefully describes the
ways in which the fizst wave of feminist discourse called for a collective identification
with the female subject. That female subject was never identified with any racial oz
class identity and was essentially a desexualized being; thus, by defanlt, she was the
middle-class straight white woman. Alarcén described the next stage of evolution for
pre-Bridge feminist discourse as a moment of counteridentsfication. She turns to
Simone de Beauvoir and The Second Sexand proposes that de Beauvoir “may even be
responsible for the creation of Anglo-American feminist theory’s ‘episteme’: a highly
self-conscious ruling-class white Western female subject locked in a struggle to the
death with ‘Man.””® This endless struggle with “man” is indicative of a stage in femi-
nist discourse in which counteridentification with men is the only way in which one
became a woman. Alarcén identifies the weakness of this strategy as its inability to
speak to lesbians and women of color who must negotiate multiple antagonisms
within the social, including antagonisms posed by white women. Queers of color ex-
perience the same problems in that as white normativity is as much a site of antago-
nism as is heteronormativity. If queer discourse is to supersede the limits of femi-
nism, it must be able to calculate multiple antagonisms that index issues of class,
gender, and race, as well as sexualicy.

Alarcén argues that Bridge has enabled the discourse of gender studies to move
beyond politics of identification and counteridentification, helping us arrive at a poli-
tics of disidentification. I agree with her on this point, and in this book, begun al-
most seventeen years after the publication of T/s Bridge Called My Back, I wilt con-
sider the critical, cultural, and political legacy of This Bridge Called My Back.

Although this book tours a cultural legacy that I understand as post-Bridge, 1
wantbriefly to consider a text thatI think of as a beautiful addendum to that project
The video work of Osa Hidalgo has always dared to visualize the politics of disidenti-
fication that This Bridge Called My Back so bravely outlined. Hidalgo's most recent
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tape infuses humor into the fierce political legacy of that classic anthology: Her sen-
sual lens injects the work with a defiant political imagination that moves us from ac-
tivist manifesto to the expansive space of political humor and satire.

Osa Hidalgo's 1996 video Marginal Eyes or Mujeria Fantasy 1 presents a farcical
and utopian fantasy of a remade California in which Chicanas, Native women, and
other women of color, like the women who populated the Bridge have ascended
to positions of power. The video tells the story of Dr. Hidalgo dela Riva Morena
Gonzalez, a fictional Chicana archaeologist who discovers the mauilinial onigins to
Western culture in the form of small red clay figurines that she unearths during a dig.
The discovery serves to boost what is an already remade state of California In
Hidalgo’s fantasy play, the Chicana scientist is celebrated by the entire state. The
celebration includes a press conference attended by the mayor of Los Angeles, ancth-
er Latina, and the governor of California, a dark-skinned mestiza named Royal Eagle
Bear. (The governor is played by the director.} This emphasis on work has alienared
the protagonist’s lover—a woman who has felt neglected during her partner’s rise to
fame and prominence,

The video's first scene is found footage of an eaily educational flm that chroni-
cles the discovery of the Olmec civilization. The film st ock is scratchy 8 mm and its
appearance reminds the U.S.-based ethnic subject of the national primary education
project that force-fed them Eurocentric history and culture. The video shifts from
grainy images of the dig to a new archaeological quest led by Dr. Hidalgo dela Riva
Morena Gonzalez. Her entire team is composed of Latinas and Latinos. The video
cuts back to the educational footage, and one witnesses the discovery of tiny figurines
that connote the patriarchal origins of Westemn culture. This is followed by a sequence
in which the Chicana team discovers its own statuettes. These artifacts have breasts
and, within the video’s camp logic, casta picture of a utopian matriarchal past.

The video offers a public and a private description of the archaeologist’s life. The
private world represented is an intimate sphere of Latina love and passion that calls
attention to the quotidian pressures that besiege Chicana dykes who must negotiate
the task of being public intellectuals and private subjects. The video’s final scene con-
cludes with the two lovers finally finding time to make love and reconnect, as they
have sex in a candlelit room full of red roses while the educational film plays on the
television set. The film represents the “real world” of masculinist archaeology that is
being disidentified with. In this instance, disidentification is a remaking and rewrit-
ing of a dominant script. The characters can ignore this reslm and symbolically re-
create it through their sex act. This final scene offersa powerful utopian proposition;
it is through the transformative powers of queer sex and sexuality that a queerworld
is made.

The public component helps one imagine a remade public sphere in which the
minoritarian subject’s eyes are no longer marginal. In the fantasy echnoscape, the
world has been rewritten through disidentificatory desire. The new world of Hidalgo’s
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video is a utopian possibility; it is here where we begin to glimpse the importance of
uropianism for the project of disidentification. Disidentificatory performances and
readings require an active kemnel of utopian possibility. Altbough utopianism has be-
come the bad object of much contemporary political thinking, we nonetheless need
to hold on to and even 7isk utopianism if we are to engage in the labor of makinga
queerworld.

Hidalgo's project also remakes uropianism into something different. Her utopi-

anism is infused with humor and progressive camp sensibilities. In chapter 5, I dis-
cuss the way in whbich Ela Troyano and Carmelira Tropicana disidentify with camp, 2
predominantly gay white male project, and recast it as a view to a fabulous and funky
Latina life-world. Hidalgo offers a camp utopianism that rejects the utopianism of
somber prophecies of liberation and instead reimagines a radical fitureceplere with
humor and desire.
_ Her utopianism looks into the past 1o critique the present and helps imagine the
future. The past that is represented in the video is the imagined past of Mesoamerican
antiquity; the present that the film critiques is the current climate of immigrant
scapegoating that targets Latinas and other women and men of color; and the fature
that the film imagines is a queer world that is as brown as it is bent. Theodor Adorno
once commented thar “utopia is essentially in the determined negation of that which
merely is, and by concrerizing itself as sometbing false, it always points, at the same
time, to whatshould be.”2 Hidalgo's project points to the “should be” with elegance,
humor, and political ferocity:

Hidalgo's project and my own owe a tremendous debt to the writing of radical
women of color that cmerged in the 1970s. It is in those essays, rants, pocms, and
manifestos that we first glimpsed whata queer world might look like. The bridge to 2
queer world is, among other things, paved by T/is Bridge Called My Back.

Performing Disidentifications

Throughout this book, I refer to disidentification as a hermeneutic, a process of pro-
duction, and 2 mode of performance. Disidenufication can be understood as a way of
shuffling back and forth between reception and production. For thecritic, disidentifi-
carion is the hermeneutical performance of decoding mass, high, or any other cultural
field from the perspective of 2 minority subject who is disempowered in sucha repre-
sentational hierarchy: Stuart Hall has proposed a theory of encoding/decoding that has
been highly influential in media and cultural studies. He postulates an understanding
of broadcast television as yielding an encoded meaning thar is both denotative and
connotative of different ideological messages that reinforce the status quo of the ma-
jority culture. These codes are likely to seem namral to a member of a language com-
munity who has grown up in such a system. For Hall, there are three diff erent options
on the level of decoding. The first position for decoding is the dominant-hegemonic
position where a “viewer takes the connoted from, say; a relevision newscast, full and
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straight and decodes its message in terms of the reference code in which it has been
encoded, we might say the viewer is operating within the.dominant code.”?3 The sec-
ond vantage point from which to decode is the negotiated position that, to some de-
gree, acknowledges the constructed nature of discourse but does not, within its inter-
presative project, challenge its authorization. As Hall puts it: “Negotated codes
operate through what we might call particular or situated logics: and these logics are
sustained by their diff erential and unequal logics of power.”?4 The third and final po-
sition that Hall touches on is the oppositional one. This mode of reading resists, de-
mystifies, and deconstructs the universalizing ruse of the dominant culture. Mean-
ings are unpacked in an effort to dismantle dominant codes. As an approach to the
dominant culture, disidentification is analogous to the paradigm of oppositional re-
ception that Hall constructs within his essay.

The mode of cultural production that I am calling disidentification is indebted
to earlier theories of revisionary identification. These foundational theories emerged
from fields of film theory, gay and lesbian studies, and critical race theory. Although
these different fields do not often branch into one another’s boundaties, they have
often attempted to negotiate similar methodological and theoretical concerns. The
term “revisionaty identification” is a loose construct that is intended to hold various
accounts of tactical identification together. “Revidonary” is meant to signal different
strategies of viewing, reading, and locating “self” within representational systems and
disparate life-worlds that aim to displace or occlude a minority subject. The string
that binds such. different categories is a precariously thin one and it is important to
specify the influence of different critical traditions on my own fomulations by sur-
veying some of the contributions they make to thisproject.

Film theory has used a psychologicalapparatus to figure identification in the cine-
matic text. Although the story of disidentification is decidedly no¢aligned with the
orthodoxies of psychoanalysis in the same way that different branches of litetary and
film theory are, it does share with the psychoanalytic project an impulse to discern
theways in which subjectivityis formed in modern culture. Christian Metz, a French
pioneer in psychoanalytic approaches to cinema, elaborated an influential theoty of
dnematic identification in the eatly seventies.? Drawing heavily from the Lacanian
theory of the mirror stage, Metz outlines two different registers of filmic identifica-
tion. Primary cinematic identification is identification with the “look” of the techni-
cal apparatus (camera, projector). The spectator, like the child positioned in front of
the mirror constructing an imaginary ideal of a unified body, imagines an illusionary
wholeness and mastery. Secondary identification, for Metz, is with a person who
might be a star, actor, or character. Feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey posed a sub-
stantial challenge to Metz's formulation by inquiring 3s to the gendercoordinatesof
the “bearer-of-the-look” and the object of the look.% Mulvey described standardized
patterns of fascination in classical narrative cinema structure that placed the female
spectator in the masochistic position of identfying with the female subject, who is
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either a scopo philic fetish in the natrative or a brutalized character on the screen. The
other remaining option for Mulvey's female spectator is a cross-identification with
the male protagonist who is, by the gender coding of the cinematic apparatus, placed
in the dominant position of control. Implicit in Mulvey's argument is an understand-
ing of any identification across gender as pathologically masochistic. Mulvey’s and
Metz’s theories, when considered together, offer a convincing model of spectatorship
and its working. Their models fall short insofar as they unduly valorize some very
limited circuits of identification.3”

Mulvey later refined her argument by once again returning to Freud and fusther
specifyring the nature of female desire 2long the lines pioneered by the founder of
psychoanalysis. “Afterthoughts on ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,’ Inspired
by Duel in the Sun” atgues that the female spectator undergoes a certain regression
that returns her to the transsexed site of her childhood identification that every
young girl passes through.?8 The identification here is cleatly encoded in the termi-
nology of transvestism, a brand of degayed?® transvestism that is positioned to dis-
allow the possibility of reading a homosexual spectator. Psychoanalytic theorizations
of cross-gender identification such as Mulvey’s never challenge the normativity of
dominant gender coostructions.

Miriam Hansen, in her impressive study of early cinema and emergent practices
of spectatorship, calls for a reworking of the Mulveyan paradigm to figure various os-
cillations in spectatorship between masculine and feminine.®® In her chapter on
Rudolph Valentino and “scenarios” of identification, Hansen writes:

If we can isolate an instance of "primary” identification at all—which is dubious
on theoretical grounds—-Valentino's flms challenge the assumption of percep-
tual mastery implied in such a concepr both on accoont of the star system and
because of the particular orgaaization of the gaze. The star not only promotes a
dissociation of scopic and narrative registers, but also complicates the imaginary
self -identity of the viewing subject with an exbibitionist and collective dimen-
sion. . . . The Valentino lms undermine the notion of unified position of scop-
ic mastery by foregrounding the reciprocity and ambivaence of the gaze as an
erotic medium, a gaze that fascinates precisely because it transcends the socially
imposed subject-object hierarchy of sexual difference.d!

Hansen moves away from the monolithic and stable spectator that was first posited
by Metz and then gendered as masculine by Mulvey. The gaze itself is the site of
idendfication in Hansen's study, and that gaze is never fixed but instead dlways vacil-
lating and potentially transformative in its possibilities. Hansen also moves beyond
Mulvey’s theorizations of the female spectator as having the dismal options of either
finding her lost early masculine identification or talting on a masochistic identifica-
tion. Hansen’s work, along with that of other film theorists in the 1980s, took the
notion of spectatorial identification in more complicated and nuanced directions
where the problem of identification wes now figured in terms of instability, mobility,
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oscillation, and multiplicity 42 Disidentification is, at its core, aa ambivalent modality
that cannot be conceptualized as a restrictive or “masterfully” fixed mode of identifi-
cation. Disidentification, like Hansen’s description of identification, is a survival
strategy that is employed by a minority spectator (the female spectator of the early
twentieth century in Hansen's study) to resistand confound socially prescriprive pat-
terns of identification.

Scholars of color and gay and lesbian scholars also brought important and wans-
formative urgencies to questions of spectatorship and identification. Manthia Dia-
wara, for example, offered the historically relevant corrective to Mulvey’s foundation-
al theory:

Laura Mulvey atgues that the classical Hollywood film is made for the pleasure
of the male spectator. However, as a black male spectator I wish to argue, in
addition, that the dominant cinema situates Black characrers primarily for the
pleasure of White spectators (male or female). To illustrate this point, one may
note how Black male characters in contemporary Hollywood films ate made
less threatening 1o Whites cither by White domesticaton of Black customs and
culture—a process of deracination and isolation-—or by the stories in which
Blacks are depicted playing by the rules of White society and losing.®

Contributions such as Diawara’s made it clear that difference has many shades and
any natrative of identification that does not account for the variables of race, class,
and sexuality, as well as gender, is incomplete.$ Queer film theory has also made
crucial challenges to the understanding of identification. Chzis Straayer outlines the
reciprocityof identification in queer spectatorship, the active play of elaborating new
identifications that were not visible on the surface. Straayer's “hypothetical lesbian
heroine” is just such a disidentificatory construce: “The lesbian heroine in film must
be conceived of as a viewer construction, short-circuiting the very networks that for-
bid her energy: She is conswucted from the contradictions within the text and be-
tween text and viewer, who insists on assertive, even transgtessive, identification and
seeing.”#> The processStraayernarrates, of reading between the dominant text’s lines,
identifying as the classical text while actively resisting its encoded directives to watch
and identify as a heterosexual, can be understood as the sutvival tactic that queers use
when navigating dominant media. Such a process can be understood as disidentifica-
tory in that it is not about assimilation into a heterosexual mazrix but instead a par-
tial disavowal of that cultural form that works to restructure it from within. The
disidentification, in this instance, is the construction of a lesbian heroine that
changes the way in which the object is inhabited by the subject.

My thinking on disidentification has also beenstrongly informed by the work of
critical race theorists, who have asked inlportant questions about the workings of
identification for minority subjects within dominant media. Michele Wallace has de-
scribed the process of identification as one that is “constantly in motion.”#¢ The flux
that characterizes identification for Hansen when considering female spectatorship
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and identification is equally true of the African-American spectator in Wallace's arti-
cle. Wallace offers testimony to her own position as a spectator:

It was always said among Blackwomen that Joan Crawford was part Black, and
as I watch these films again today, looking at Rita Hayworth in Géldaor Lana
Turner in The Posiman Alway Rings Twice, | keep thinking “she is so beautiful,
she looks Black.” Such a statement makes no sense in current feminist film
criticism, What I am trying to suggest is that there was a way in which these
films werze possessed by Black female viewers. The process may have been about
problematizing and expanding one’s racial identity asread of abandoningit. It
seems important here to view spectatorship as not only potentially bisexual but
also multiracialand multiethnic. Even as “The Law of the Father” may impose
its premature closure on the filmic “gaze” in the coordination of suture and
classical narrative, disparate factions in the audience, not equally well indoc-
trinated in the dominant discourse, may have their way, now and then, wich
interpretation &

The wistfil statement that is central to Wallace’s experience of identification, “she is
so beautiful, she looks Blacl,” is a poignant example of the transformative power of
disidentification. White supremacist aesthetics is rearranged and put in the service of
historically maligned black beauty standards. In this rumination, the Eurocentric
conceit of whiteness and beauty as being naturally aligned (hence, straight hair is
“good hair” in some African-American vernaculars} is turned on its head Dis-
identification, like the subjective experience Wallace describes, is about expanding
and problematizing identity and identification, not abandoning any socially pre-
scribed identity component. Black female viewers aze not merely passive subjects
who are possessed by the well-worn paradigms of identification that the classical nar-
rative produces; rather, they are active participant spectators who can mutate and re-
structure stale patterns within dominant media.

In the same way that Wallace’s writing irrevocably changes the ways in which we
consume forties films, the work of novelist and literary theorist Toni Motrison offers
a much-needed reassessment of the canon of American literature. Morrison has de-
scribed “a great, ornamental, prescribed absence in American literature,”® which is
the expurgated African-American presence from the North American imaginary.
Morrison proposes and executes strategies to reread the American canon with an aim
to resuscitate the African presence that was eclipsed by the machinations of an es-
capist variant of white supremiacist thought that is intent on displacing nonwhite
presence. The act of locating African presence in canonical white literature is an ex-
ample of disidentification employed for a focused political process. The mobile tactic
(disidentification) refuses to follow the texts’ grain insofar as these contours suggest
that a reader play along with the game of African {or, for that matter, Asian, Latino,
Arab, Native American) elision. Instead, the disidentificatory optic is turned to shad-
ows and fissures within the text, where racialized presences can be liberated from the
protective custody of the white literary imagination.
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One of queer theory’s major contributions ta the critical discaurse on identifica-
tion is the important wark that has been done an crass-identification. Sedgwick, for
example, has contributed ta this understanding of decidedly queer chains of connec-
tion by discussing the way in which lesbian writer Willa Cather was able ta, on the
one hand, disavaw Oscar Wilde for his “grotesque” hamosexuality while at the same
moment uniquely invest in and identify with her gay mde fictional creatians: “If
Cather, in this story, daes samething ta cleanse her awn sexual bady of the carrion
stench of Wilde's victimization, it is thus (unexpectedly) by identifying with what
seems ta be Paul’s sexuality nat in spite of but through its saving reabsarption in a
gender liminal (and a very specifically classed) artifice that represents at ance a
particular subcultural and cultural sel£”4? This is only ane example of many within
Sedgwick’s aeuvre that narrates the nonlinear and nonnormative mades of identifica-
tion with which queers predicate their self-fashioning. Judith Butler has amended
Sedgwick’s reading of Cather’s crass-identification by insisting that such a passage
acrass identity markers, a passage that she understands as being a “dangeraus crass-
ing," is nat abaut being beyond gender and sexuality.® Butler sounds a warning that
the crassing of identity may signal erasure of the “dangeraus” ar, ta use Sedgwick’s
ward when discussing the retention of the shameful, “taxic.” For Butler, the danger
exists in abandoning the lesbian o female in Cather when reading the homosexual
and the male. The cautionary paint that Butler would like ta make is meant ta ward
off reductive fantasies of crass-identification that figure it as fully achieved or finally
reached at the expense of the points from which it emanates. Although Sedgwick’s
theorizations abaut crass-identification and narrative crossing are never as final as
Butler suggests, the issucs that Butler outlines should be heeded when the precarious
activity of cross-identification is discussed. The tensions that exist between crass-
identification as it is thearized in Sedgwick’s essay and Butler's response is ane of the
important spaces in queer theary that has been, in my estimation, insufficiently ad-
dressed. The theory of disidentification that I am putting forward respands ta the
call of that schism. Disidentification, as a made of understanding the mavements
and circulations of identificatary force, would always foregraund that last abject of
identification; it would establish new passibilities while at the same time echaing the
materially prescriptive cultusal locus of any identification.

Operating within a very subjective register, Wayne Koestenbaum. in his maving
study of apera divas and gay male opera culture, discusses the ways in which gay
males can cross-identity with the cultural ican of the opera diva. Koestenbaum writes
abaut theidentificatary pleasure he enjays when reading the prase of an apera diva’s
autabiographies:

I am affirmed and “divined”—made paraus, apen, awake, glistening—by a

diva’s sentences of self defense and self creation.

1 don't intend o prave any histarical facts; instead I want to trace connec-
tions between the iconagraphy of “diva” as it emerges in certain publicized lives,
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and a collective gay subcultural imagination—a source of hope, joke, and dish.

" Gossip, hardly trivial, isas central to gay culture as it is to female cultures. From
skeins of hearsay, I weave an inner life, T build quesrness fram banal and uplift-
ing stories of the conduct of famous and fierywomen.®

A diva’s strategies of self-creation and self-defense, through the crisscrossed circuit-
ry of cross-identification, do the work of enacting self for the gay male opera
queen. The gay male subculture that Koestenbaum represents in his prose is by no
means the totality of queer culture, but forthis particular variant of a gay male life-
world, such identifications are the very stuff on which queer identity is founded
Kaestenbaum's memoir explains the ways in which opera divas wete crucial identifi-
catory loci in the public sphere before the Stonewall rebellion, which marked the ad-
vent of the contemporary lesbian and gay rights movement. Koestenbaum suggests
that before a homosexual civil-rights movement, opera queens were the sole pedagogi-
cal example of truly grand-scale queer behavior. The opera queen’s code of conduct
was crucial to the closeted gay male before gay liberation. Again. such a practice of
transfiguring an identificatory site that was not meant to accommodate male identi-
ties is to a queer subject an important identity-consolidating hub, an affirmative yet
temporary utopia. Koestenbaum’s disidentification with the opera diva does not erase
the fiery females that fuel his identity-making machinery; rather, it lovingly retains
their lost presence through imitation, repetition, and admiration.

Disidentification is about recycling and rethinking encoded meaning. The
pracess of disidentification scrambles and reconstructs the encoded message of a cul-
rural text in a fashion that both exposes the encoded message’s universalizing and ex-
clusionary machinations and recircuits its wozkings to account for, include, and em-
power minority identities and identifications. Thus, disidentification is a step further
than cracking open the code of the majority; it proceeds to use this code as raw ma-
terial for representing a disempowered politics or positionality that has been rendered
unthinkable by the dominant culture.

Hybrid Lives/Migrant Souls

The culrural work I engage here is hybridized insofaras it is cultivated from the domi-
nant culture but meant to expose and critique its conventions. It is no coincidence
that the cultura workers who produce these texts all identify as subjects whose experi-
ence of ientity is fractured and split. The type of fragmentation they share is same-
thing more than the general sense of postmodern fragmentation and decenteredness?
Hybridiy in this study, like the term disidentification, is meant to have an indexical use
in that it captures, collects, and brings into play various theories of fragmentation in
relation to minority identity practices. Identity markers such as gueer (from the
German quer meaning “transverse”) or mestizo {Spanish for "mixed”) are terms that
defy notions of uniform identity or origins. Hybrid catches the fragmentary subject
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formation of people whose identities traverse different race, sexuality, and gender
identifications.

Queers of color is a term that begins to describe most of the cultural performers/
malcers in every chapter of Disidensfications. These subjects’ diff erent identity com-
ponents occupy adjacent spaces and are not comfortably situated in any one dis-
course of minority subjectivity. These hybridized identificatory positions are always
in transit, shuttling between different identity vectors. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
has suggested that migrant urban public culture, by its very premise, hybridizes iden-
1ity.33 A theory of migrancy can potentially help one better understand the negotia-
tion of these fragmentary existences. The negotiations that lead to hybrid identity
formation are a traveling back and forth from different identity vectors.

Arturo Islas’s second novel, Migrant Souls, provides an opportunity to consider
the idea of migrancy. The novel tells of two “black sheep” cousins in a large Chicano
family. The female cousin’s divorce, disrespect for the church, and sexually emancipat-
ed attitude alienate her from the family. But it is the male cousin, Miguel Chico, who
is of especial interest in this project. Miguel, like the Richard Rodriguez of Hunger of
Memory, is the scholarship boy who gets out of the barrio because of his academic ex-
cellence. Unlike Rodriguez, Miguel is at least partially out about his homosexuality 3
Miguel’s trip home, from bis out existence as anacademicChicano to the semicloseted
familial space of identity formation, exemplifies the kind of shuttling I describe. Of
course, this movement is not only a by-product of Miguel’s status as queer son; all of
the family, in some way, experience migrancy. The text explains as much when it ar-
ticulates the family ethos: “They were migrant, not immigrant, souls. They simply
and naturally went from one bloody side of the river to the other and into a land that
just a few decades earlier had been Mexico. They became border Mexicans with
American citizenship.’? I want to identify a deconstructive kernel in these three sen-
tences by Islas. The idea of a border is scrutinized in this locution. The migrant status
can be characterized by its need to move back and forth, to occupy at least two spaces
at once. (This is doubly true for the queer Latino son.) The very nature of this mi-
grantdrive eventually wears down the coherency of borders. Can we perhaps think of
Miguel, a thinly camouflaged authorial surrogate, as a border Mexican with citizen-
ship in a queer nation or a border queer national claiming citizenship in Aztkin?

Margo's Life

After this tour of different high-theory paradigms, I find myself in a position where I
need to reassert that part of my aim in this book is to push against reified under-
standing of theory: The cultural workers whom I focus on can be seen as making
theoretical points and contributions to the issues explored in ways that are just as
relevint and usefil as the phalanx of institutionally sanctioned theorists that I
promiscuously invoke throughout these pages. To think of cultural workers such as
Carmelita Tropicana, Vaginal Creme Davis, Richard Fung, and the other artists who
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are considered here as not only culture makers but also theory producers is nort to
take an antitheory position. My chapter on Davis's terrorist drag employs Antonio
Gramsci’s theory of organic intellectuals in an effort to emphasize the theory-making
power of performance. It should be understood as an attempt at opening up a term
whose meaning has become narrow and rigid. Counterpublic performances let us
imagine models of social relations. Such performance practices do not shy away from
the theoretical practice of cultural critique.

Consider, once again, the example of Marga Gomez’s performance piece Marga
Gomez s Presty, Wisy, and Gay. When the lesbian calls out w the young Marga, las-
civiously flicking her tongue at the gisl; the story of interpellation is reimagined with
a comical and critical difference. One possible working definition of queer that we
might consider is this: queers are people who have failed to turn around to the “Hey,
you there!” interpellating call of heteronormarivity. A too literal reading of Althusser’s
ideology cop fable suggests one primary moment of hailing. Such a reading would
also locate one primary source or’ mechanism that hails the subject. But the simple
fact is that we are continuously hailed by various ideological apparatuses that com-
pose the state power apparatus. No one knows this berrer than queers who are con-
stantly being hailed as “straight” by various institutions—including the mainstream
media. The humor and cuitural critique that reverberate through this moment in the
performance are rooted in Gomez’s willful disidentification with this call; she cri-
tiques and undermines the call of heteronormativity by fabricating a remade and
queered televisual hailing. Through her disidentificatory comedic “shtick,” she retells
the story of interpellation with a difference.

After Gomez explains how she was “hailed” into lesbianism by the talk-show
sapphists, she paces the stage and ruminates on her desire for the life-world these
women represented:

M. Susskind and the lady homosexuals chain-smoked through the entre pro-

gram. I think it was relaxing for them. T don’t think they could have done it

without the smokes It was like they were in a gaybar just before last call. And

all the smoke curling up maderbe /ifescem more mysterious.

T he Jifz—that's what they called it back then when you were one of us. You
were in the [ife! It was short for rhehard andpainfid Isfe. It sounded so dramatic.
Iloved drama. I was in the drama club in high school. I wanted to be in rbe /ife,
too. But I was too young. So I did the next best thing. T asked my mother ©
buy me Life cereal and Lij% magazine. For Christmas[ got the game of Life

Gomez paints a romantic and tragic picture of pre-Stonewall gay reality. She invests
this historical moment with allure and sexiness. The performer longs for this queer
and poignant model of a lesbian identity. This longing for ¢he fife should not be read
as a nostalgic wish for a lost world, but instead, as the performance goes on to indi-
cate, as a redeployment of the past that is meant to offer a critique of the present.
Afer all the talk of smoking, she pulls out a cigarette and begins to puff on it.
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And as I moved the lonely game pieces around the board, I pretended I was
smoking Life cigarertes and Yiving the life By the time I was old enough, no one
called it the life anymore. It sounded too isolating and politically incorrect. Now
they say he ¢ ity. The izyis made up of all of us who twenty-five
years ago would have been in ## /ife. And in the community there is no smoking.

She concludes the narrative by stamping out an imaginary cigarette. The perfor-
mance, staged in many gay venues and for a crowd who might be called “the convert-
cd,” does more than celebrate contemporary queer culture. Gomez's longing for a
pre-Stonewall version of queer reality is a look toward the past thatcritiques the pre-
sent and helps us envision the futuze Although it might seem counterintuitive, or
perhaps self-hating, to desire this moment before the quest for lesbian and gay civil
rights, such an apprehension should be challenged. Marga’s look toward the mystery
and outlaw sensibility of #he /ife is a critique of a sanitized and heteronormativized
community. In Gomez’s comedy, we locate a disidentificatory desire, a desire for a
queer life-world that is smoky, mysterious, and ultimately contestatory. More than
that, we see a desire to esaape the claustrophobic confines of “community.” a con-
struct that often deploys thetorics of normativity and normalization, for a life. The
dife, or at least Gomez’s disidentification with this concept, helps us imagine an =x-
pansive queer [fe-world, onc in which the “pain and hardship” of queer existence
within a homophobic public sphere are not elided, one in which the “mysteries” of
our sexuality are not reigned in by sanitized understandings of lesbian and pgay iden-
tity, and finally, one in which we are all allowed to be dramia queens and smoke as
much as our hearts desire.
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Chapter 1

Famous and Ddndy like B. 'n’ Andy:
Race, Pop, and Basquiat

Disidentifying in the Dark
1 dways marvel at the ways in which nonwhite children survive a white supremacist
U.S. culture that preys on them. I am equally in awe of the ways in which queer chil-
dren navigate a homaphabic public sphere that would rather they did not exist. The
survival of children who are both queerly and radally identified is nothing short of
staggering, The obstacles and assaults that pressure and fracture such young lives are
as brutally physical as a police billy club or the fiszs of a homophabic thug and as
insidiously disembadied as homophobic rhetoric in a rap song or the racist under-
pinnings of Hollywood cinema. I undesstand the strategies and rituals that allow sur-
vival in such hostile coltural waters, and I in turn feel a certain compulsion to try to
articulate and explicate these practices of survival. These practices are the amaments
such children and rhe adults they become use to wirhstand the diabling forces of a
cviture and state apparatus bent on denying, eliding, and, in too many cases, snuff-
ing out such emergent identity practices. Sometimes these weapons are so sharply
and powerfully developed that these same queer children and children of color grow
up to do more than just survive. And sometimes such shields collapse without a mo-
ment s notice. When I think about Andy Warhol, I think about a sickly queer bay
who managed to do much more than simply survive. Jean-Michel Basquiat, painter
and graffitist, a superstar who rose quickly within the ranks of the New York art
scene and fell tragically to a drug overdose in 1988, is for me another minority sub-
ject who managed to master various forms of cultural resistance that young African-
Americans needed to negotiate racist U.S. saciery and its equally racist counterpart in
miniature, the 1980s art world.!

These practices of survival are, of course, not anything like intrinsic attributes that
a subject is born with. More neacly, these practices are learned. They are not figured
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out alone, they are informed by the examples of others. These identifications with
others are often mediated by a complicated network of incomplete, mediated, or
crossed identifications. They are also forged by the pressures of everydaylife, forces
that shape a subject and call for diff erent tactical responses. It is crucial that such
children are able to look past “self” and encounter others who have managed to pros-
per in such spaces, Sometimes a subject needs something to identify with; sometimes
a subject needs heroes to mimic and to invest all sarts of energies in. Basquiat's he-
roes included cerain famous black athletes and performers, four-color heroes of
comic books, and a certain very white New Yark artist. These identifications are dis-
cussed in a recollection of the artist by Yo M7V Raps! host Fab Five Freddy:

We [also] tlked about painting a lot And that was when Jean-Michel and I re-
alized we had something in common. There were no other people from the
graffiti world who knew anything about the painters who interested us.
Evaybody was interested by comic book art-stuff sold in supermarkets with
bright colors and bold letters. Jean-Michel discovered that my favorite artists
were Warhol and Rauschenberg, and I found out thar Jean-Michel's favarite
artists were Warhol and Jasper Johns Which was great because we could wlk
about other painters as well as theguyspaintingon trains.2

In this riostalgic narrative identification with highbrow cultural production, coupled
with a paralle] identification with the lowbrow graphic genre of the comic book, is
what sets Basquiat apart from the rest of the subculture of early eighties New York
graffiti artists. This double identification propelled Basquiat into the realm of “seri-
ous” visual artist. This powerful and complex identification is what made the move-
ment from talking about Warho! to talking roWarhol so swift for Basquiat.

For Basquiat, Warhol embodied the pinnacle of artistic and professional success.
One does not need to know this biographical information to understand the ways in
which Basquiat’s body of work grew out of pop art. But biographical fragments are
helpful when we try to understand the ways in which this genius child from
Brooklyn was able to meet his hero, and gain access to and success in the exclusive
halls of that New York art world where Warhol reigned. At the same rime, a tum to
biography is helpful when we oy to call attention to the white supremadist bias of
the eighties art world and the larger popular culture that the pop art movement at-
tempted to capture in its representations. Although it should be obvious to most,
there is stll a pressing need to articulate a truism about pop art’s race ideology: there
ate next to no people of color populating the world of pop art-—-either as producers
or as subjects. Representations of people of color are scarce, and more often than not
worn-out stereotypes. Warhol's work is no exception: one need only think of the por-
trait of a Native American titled American Indian, the drag queens of Ladies and
Genslemen, and the mammy from the Mjrhs Serses. The paintings reproduce images
that are ingrained in the North American racist imagination. There is no challenge or
complication of these constructs on thelevel of title or image. Pop art’s racial iconog-
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raphy is racist. A thesis/defense of these imagesis an argument that understands these
representations as calling attention to and, through this calling out, signaling out the
racist dimensions of typical North American iconography- I find this apologetic read-
ing polirically dubious in that it fails to contextualize these images within the larger
racial problematics of pop art.

With this posited, I will swerve back to the story this chapter wants to tell, the
story of how a middle-dass black child of Haitian and Puerto Rican parents fom
Brooklyn becomes famous like Andy Warhol. The line I want to trace is one that be-
gins with identifying with one's hetoes, actually becoming like one’s tole model and
then moving on. Thisline is not easy to follow inasmuch as it is neitherlinear not in
any way straight. It is, in fact, a very g#eer trajectory. There ate some identifications
that the culture not only reinforces but depends on. An example of this would be the
way in which some young black males identifyrwith famous black athletes and entez-
tainment media stars. Such a normativized chain of associations transmits valuable
cultural messages while, at the same time, depending on the identifying subject, it re-
inforces tzaditional ideas of “masculinity.” Othert identifications aze hatdez to trace
how does this young African-American identify with a muscular zed, blue, and gold—
and yes, white—“superman,” not to mention the pastiest of art-world megastars?

In what follows, I will consider these diffetent identity-informing fixations and
the ways in which they resurfaced in Basquiat’s body of work. Central to this project
is an understanding of the process of “disidentification” and its significance to
Basquiat’s artistic pracrices. I understand the survival strategies thatsubjects suchas
Basquiat and Wathol utilize as practices of disidenrification.

Disidentification for the minotity subject is a mode of recye/imgor te-forming an
object that has already been invested with powetful energy. It is important to empha-
size the transformative restructuration of that disidentification. With this notion of
disidentification posited, I will be suggesting that it is simply not enough to say that
Basquiat idenrified with his subject matter ot “heroes,” be they Batman or Wazhol.
Beyond that, it is not enough to say that Basquiat identified with the movement
known as pop art or any of its derivatives. This is not to say that he rejected these
previous adtural players, forms, and practices. Instead, he acknowledged and incor-
porated their force and influence; #ansfigured, they inform bis own strategies and
tacticsin powerful ways.

Superheroes and Supremacists

Only now is cultural studies beginning to address the tremendous impact of super-
heroes, cartoons, and comic books in contempotary culture. Basquiat, like Wazhol,
was fascinated by the petsistence and centrality of these characters in the cultural
imaginary. Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, and others blew up such images, calling atten-
tion to the art that goes into creating these seemingly artless productions. They
zoomed in on every zip dot and gaudy color that made these characters larger than



40 FAMOUS AND DANDY

life. Michael Moon and Sasha Torres have forcefully explained the powerfil homo-
social and homosexual charges that animate these characters in our contemporary
cultural mythologies.> Although I do not want to foreclose similar inquiries into
Basquiat’s identification with such images, I want to investigate another salient char-
acteristic of these graphic figures: race. By examining the origins and aesthetics of the
superhero, I will suggest that the twentieth-cenmry myth of the superhero was, in its
carliest manifestation, a disidentifying cultural formation that informed pop art and
its lepacy.

The American icon Superman first appeared in Action Comics in June 1938. It is
important to contextalize this first appearnce alongside early twentieth-century
racist imaginings of a race of supermen. In their history of che comic book super-
hero, Greg S. McCue and Clive Bloom outline some of the cultural forces thar
helped form the Man of Steel:

The multitude of supermen in the air was not limited to advenmrers. In the
early twentieth century, America was becoming aware of Nietzsche's Ubermen-
sch from Thus Spoke Zarathusira. Shaw's allusion to the idea in Man and
Superman had made “superman” the translation of choice, replacing “over-
man” or ‘beyond-man.” Two young Jewish men (Superman’s creators Jerry
Siegal and Joe Shuster) in the United States at the rime could not have been un-
aware of an idea that would dominate Hitler’s National Sochalism. The concept
was certainly well discussed.

McCue and Bloom allude to a connection berween the comic creators’ status as Jews
and the transfiguration of the anti-Semitic possibility encoded within the popular
notion of a “superman.” I would push their point further and suggest thar the young
writer and artist tzam not only was “aware” of all the notions of supermen saturating
both North American and European culture but actively strove to respond o it by
reformulating the mych of Superman outside of ant-Semitic and xenophobic culur-
al logics. The writers go on to suggestthe character's resemblance to other important
figures within the Judeo-Chiistian tradition: “Superman, as a religious allusion, has
been indicated as a contributing factor in his creation and continued popularicy, The
infant Kal-El's {who would eventually grow up to be Superman] spaceship can be
seen as a modern-day cradle 'of Moses on the cosmic Nile.”s T want to suggest thar
within the myth of Superman, a myth that Basquiat and Warhol both utilized in
powerful ways, a disidentificatory kernel was already present. The last son of Kcypton
is not only a popularized Ubermensch. He is, at the same time, the rewriting of
Moses, who led the Jews out of Egypt and through such obstacles as the Red Sea and
the wilderness. For the young Jewish comic creators and the countless fans who con-
sumed their work, the dark-haired alien superman was a powerful reworking and
reimagining of a malevolent cultural fantasy that was gaining symbolic force.

If one decodes the signifiers of Jewish ethnicity that are central to Superman’s
mythic fabric it becomes clear that, working throngh the Superman character, its cre-
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ators were able to intervene in another phobic anti-Semitic fantasy that figured the
Jew’s body as weak and sickly. Sander Gilman has addressed this issue in his study
The Jew’s Body Gilman describes the racist science of eugenics’s need to figure mor-
phological difference when discussing the Jew's difference. Such discourses fed scien-
tific discourse during the Nazi era. Gilman explains the ways in which the Jew’s body
as weak and sickly was first registered and the Zionist call for a new Jewish body that
was proposed as an antidote to this stereotype

Elias Auerhach’s evocation of sport as the social force to reshape the Jewish body

bad its arigins in the turn-of-the-century call of the physician and Zionist leader

Max Nordau for a new “Muscle Jew:” This view became the commonplace of

the early Zionist literature which called upon sport, as an activity, as one of the

central means of shapingthe new Jewish body.6

‘With Gilman’s valuable historical analysis we can begin to understand the unique
process of ethnic disidentification, a process, once again, of transfiguration and reor-
ganization on thelevel of identification. Siegal and Shuster displaced dominant racist
images of the Jew as pathological and weak by fusing together the dangerous mytholo-
gies of the Ubermensch with something like Nordau's fantasy of the “Muscle Jew.”
The Superman character held on to both of these images, like lost objects that could
not be dispelled no matter how hateful or self-hating their particular origin points
might be. What is left at the end of this disidentificatory process is a new model of
identity and a newly available site of identification.

The 1980s saw a painful resurgence of white supremacist activity in the subcul-
tural models of the skinhead and neo-Nazi. With this in mind, I want to consider
Basquiat's rewriting/reimagining of Superman’ His painting titled Aczion Comicsisa
reproduction of the original cover art for Aczion Comics. Stylistically, the painting
strays from the earlier pop practice of reproducingand magnifying the hyperreal per-
fection of these images.® Basquiat’s Superman is stripped of its fantasy aura of white
male perfection. Instead of faultless lines we encounter rough and scrawl-like lines
that translate this image to the graphic grammar of a child’s perception. The disiden-
tificatory strokes here retain the vibrancy of this fantasy of wanting to be Superman,
of wanting to be able to accomplish awe-inspiring feats that only the Man of Steel
can accomplish, without retaining the aestheticism of the image. In this painting,
Superman is, in a manner of speaking, brought back to his roots. Basquiat’s rendition
of the character and the classic cover art works to resuscitate the disidentificatory
force of the character’s first incamation and appearance.

The same childlike technique is deployed in Basquiat’s rendition of Batian and
Robin in Piano Lesson. The title implies the disidentificatory locus of such produc-
tion, a space that might be imagined as the mandatory childhood piano lesson, a mo-
ment where fantasizing about superheroes is a tactic to transcend the boredom of
childhood. Batman and Robin appear as though they are being rebuilt in the painting.
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Jean- Michel Basqiat, Television and Cruelly to Animafs (1983). Copyright 1998 Adists Rights
Society (ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. Phote caurtesy of Christie’s Images.

The familiar superheroes’ bodies are fragmented and incomplete. Such a representa-
tion connotes the revisionary and transformative effect of disidentification. The half-
finished figures connote process, which is exactly how the process of disidenrification
should be undesstood.

This disidentificatoty impulse is even more prominent in a later painting. The
1983 Zeélevision and Cruelty to Animals presents.a mangled menagerie of cartoon
characters. The canvas is populated by a large moose head that we might imagine as
Bullwinkle, a stray black eight ball, the familiar Superman insignia, a curious confla-
tion of that insignia and the bat signal and two crossed-out swastikas. We can say the
barrage of images represents a pop media overload that characterizes postmodern
Noxth American childhood and adulthood. But I am mote intetested in the word
images found near the top right-hand section of the painting. Hete we sec the phrase
“Popeyeversus the Nazis” wrirren with a shaky black oil stick. This double-voiced ar-
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ticulation explicates the schoolyard fantasies of which mythological figure is mightier,
“who can beat who up.” More important, it reveals the ideologies of white su-
premacy that are never too distant from the “good guys” of this. collective imaginary.
Ideologies that Basquiat’s disidentificatory process brings into a new visibility. Ideolo-
pies that can be, like the Batman insignia in Z/levision and Cruelty to Animals, tem-
porarily crossed out. The superhero insignia is just one of many of the symbols in
contemporary culture that Basquiat worked with, other types of signifiets that the
artist focused on were those that indicated ownership, such as the trademark sign and
the copyright symbol The next section will focus on Basquiat’s disidentification with
the commodity form and its signifiers.

Brond Basquiat

Basquiac’s disidentification with the cartoon genre was certainly more radical than,
but not altogether dissimilar from, the disidentification that characterized pop art’s
first wave. The variance is the intensity of the disidentificatory impulse and its rela-
tion w the image’s aesthetic “realism.” A'1984 collaboration between Warhol and
Basquiat sharply contrasts these strategies. The right side of the canvas displays the
dlassic pop disidentificatory stance. This strategy was described by Lucy Lippard as
the tension that is produced because of the narrow distance berween the original and
the pop art piece.” Warhol's Arm & Hammer symbol on the right has the appearance
of a seamless reproduction. But the relationship to the original design or “model” is
strictly disidenrificatory. In Warhol's distinctly postmodern practice, the image’s dis-
junctive relocation ‘calls attention to the trace of human labor, personified in the
rolled-up worker’s arm that has always been central to the design. This strategy dis-
rupts the normative protocols of the coinmodity form. Susan Stewart explains the
workings of the commodity system in her important study of outlaw representation-
al strategiess “For it is the nature of the commodity system, of its compelling system-
aticity per se, to replace labor with magic, intrinsicality with marketing, authoring
with ushering.”® The refiguration of the trademark on Warhof's side of the canvas
interrupts the erasure of labor by calling attention to the trademark’s very inscription,
one that, when properly scrutinized, reveals the thematics of labor that the commod-
ity system works to elide.

Basquiat deals with the same subject matter but approaches a critique of the com-
modity form from a vastly different perspective that is still, within the terms of this
analysis, disidentificatory: The circular centerin Basquiat’s half of the painting is occu-
pied by a dime that features a black man playing the saxophone. This image calls at-
tention to the often effaced presence of black production. An intervention such as this
interrogates the ways in which the United States is, at bottom, a formerslave economy
that still counts on and factors in the exploitadon and colonization of nonwhite labor.
This is especially true in thearenas of cultural labor. Basquiat'sintervention does more
than all attention to the artifice and “constructedness™ of these images. His half of
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the painting explodes a racial signifier that is often erased in the empire of signs that
is the world of U.S. advertising.

Although the compulsive need to periodize different stages and levels of modes-
nity is often the quickest route to stale and static conceptual grids, I do find some of
Paul Gilroy's theorizations about the “premodern” in modernity a useful apparatus
for contemplating the black horn-blowing body in the center of Basquiat’s half of the
painting, In an essay whose title asks the provocative question “Whose Milleanium
Is This?” Gilroy writes:

Benjamin says that remembering creates the chain of tradition. His concetn is
with “perpetuating remembrance,” and here, this modern black consctousness
shares something with his blend of Jewish eschatology and Marxism. They con-
verge, for example, in a concern with dissonance, negativity, redemption, and
aestheric stress on pain and suffering, Lookingat modern black artand the so-
cial relations that support it can revealhow this remembering is socially and po-
litically organized in part through assertive mactics which accentuare the sy.mbol
ism of the pre-modern as parr of their anti-modern modernism, 1t

The black face, starkly juxtaposed to the white arm, displays the vastly different cul-
tural habitus of the two ardsts. The face, cartoonish and primitive, but primitive not
in a contrived jungle fashion, but rather, with the primiriviry of childhood, harks
back toa “pre” moment that might be understood as premodern, bur is also “pre” the
congealing of subject formation. Its reference point is black music, which, as Gilroy
has argued, is a key sigaifying practice within black Atlantic culture: “Musicand its
arrendant rituals provide the most important locations whese the unspeakable and
unwriteable memory of terroris preserved as a social and cultural resource.”? In the
sameway that shame cannot be expurgated in Sedgwick’s understanding of the affect
shame’s relation to identity formation, this terror, this “unspeakable” terror that Gil
roy identifies as being central to diaspora aesthetics and cultural practices, must, like
the melancholic subject’s lost object, be retained in the matrix of identity and its rep-
resentations. Basquiat’s figure, a shirtléss, crudely sketched black male who plays a
saxophone, is 2 melancholic reverberation that vibrates through the contemporary
pop art project. Its “sound™evokes and eulogizes a lost past, a childhood, and a mem-
ory of racial exploitation and terror.

In Basquiat’s disidentificatory project one encounters a proliferation of trade-
marks and copyright symbols. Such symbols remind the viewer that the history of
consumer culture that Basquiat is signifying upon is an economy that was, in no
small part, formulated on the premise that the ownership of other human beings was
enrirely possible. The quotidian dimensions of the commodity form are continually
called attention to in paintings such as Quality Meats for t he Public, whese words such
as swine, poultry, or animated pig ate trademarked. LaurenBerlant, in an essay on na-
tional brands and the racialized body, reminds us that “A trademark is supposed to be
a consensual mechanism. It triangulates with the consumer and the commodity,



Jean-Michel Basquiat, Quality Meats for the Public {1982). Copyright 1998 Artists Rights Scciety
{ARS), New York/ADAGP, Paris. Photo courtesy of the Gagosian Gallery.
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providing what W. F. Haug calls a ‘second skin’ that enables the commodity to ap-
pear to address, to recognize, and thereby to love the consumer.™3 I want to argue
that the Basquiat brand trademark disrupts the triangulating mediation of consumer
and commodity. It does so by producing an eff ect that Greg Tare has described, when
writing about Basquiat's paindng, as “an overloaded sensorium counterattacking the
world via feedback loop.™4 If all the world’s swine and poultry ate exposed as always
already trademarked, the special imaginary relationship that the trademark mediates
is then short-circuited, The second skin is skinned.

Near the end of his too brief career, Basquiat began employing the trademark
IDEAL IDEAL, as used in his 1987 painting Viczor 25448, clearly represents the na-

Jeon-Michel Basquiot, Vicior 25448 (1987), Copyright 1998 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York/ADAGP, Paris. Photo courlesy of the Bront Foundation.

tional toy brand, but one is also left to think thac the statement is reflective of the
trademark’s status as “consensual mechanism” that makes the commodity object the
#deal that the consumer.is always shooting for. The particular plight of the black male
consumer is embodied in the black figure stumbling and falling in the direction of
the floating ideal symbols. The black male’s flailing limbs and “x-ed-our” eyes are de-
scriptive of the figure’shetrayal by the “consensual mechanism” contract. 1DRAY is, of
course, also reflective of Basquiat’s own participation in such a process. Indeed, none
of his paintings can be understood as counteridentifications, including straight-
forward attacks, on commodity culture’s iconography insofar as he too deals in such
practices. The “I” in ideal is a Basquiat who also “deals” [ike an art dealer or drug
pusher in the same consumer public sphere. He is, I have argued, working on and
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against a cultural pattern, a pattern that he, through his disidentificatory process, can
transfgure.

Stewart has forcefully argued that the connections to be made between “real”
graffiti writers and graffiti artists such as Basquiat who showed their work in galleries
instead of subway trains are nearly nonexistent. I argue that his mass prolif eration of
the copyright and trademark sign works in similar ways as the “tags” of the urban
graffiti writers she discusses. I make this claim, in part, because Basquiat began, as
the testimony of Fab Five Freddy attests, as a graffiti artist on the trains and derelict
walls of abandoned buildings in New York City. Stewart explains that the graffiti
writer’s use of the brand name has a disruptive effect on the symbolic economy of the
commodity system:

They have borrowed from the repetitions of advertising and commerdal culture

as antiepitaph: the names’ frequent appearance marks the stubborn ghost of in-

dividuality and intention in mass culture, the ironic restatement of the artist as

“brand name.” Graffiti celebrates the final victory of the signature over the refer-

ent, by making claims on the very subjectivity invented by consumerism. In this

sense they have gone beyond pop art, which always took on the abstractions of

the exchange economy solely as a matter of thematic.

Basquiat’s repetitions of trademarks, brand names, figures, and words set up a parallel
commodity system that, using the logic of Stewart’s argument, produces an individ-
ual subject who disidentifies (restrucrures) the social holding pattern thatis the mass-
produced subject. Specificities, such as race, that are meant to be downplayed or
whitewashed in consumer culture rise to the forefront of his production. I do not de-
tect a victory of consumerism in Basquiat’s project in the ways in which Stewart sees
the graffiti writer's project as being a triumph over consumer capitalism. Instead, I
see Basquiat’s practice as a strategy of disidentification that retools and is ultimately
able to open up a space where a subject can imagine a mode of surviving the nullify-
ingforce of consumer capitalisr’s models of self.

Stewart’s charge that pop art, because of its location and complicity within con-
sumerism, has made its critique operational only on the level of iconography and
thematics is ultimately too sweeping an indictment. The notion that one is either co-
opted by consumerism or fighting the “real” fight against it poses a reductive bina-
rism between representation and “reality.” If Stewart’s locution is uncontested, the
work of mak ng queer culture in a homophobic world, as in the case of Warhol, or
representing black male youth culture in places where it has been systematically
erased (such as the Soho gallery), would only register as the rumblings of bourgeois
society's assimilation machine.

Famous

This sectiondeals with questions of Warhol's and Basquiat’s interpersonal identifica-
tions and their collaborations as both celebrities and artists, and with the thematic of
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fame that links their two personas. Before considering Basquiat's unstable identifica-
tions, disidentifications, and counteridentdfications with Warhol, I want to briefly
gloss some of the ways in which Jean-Michel meant a lot to Andy. First the art. In
1984, Warhol explained that "Jean-Michel got me into painting differently, so that’s
a good thing” Indeed, if we look at Warhol's wotk after his collaboration with
Basquiat, we see a renewed interest in painting by hand, a process he had not done
very much of, beyond some abstract backgrounds, since 1962. Wathol's star status
was equally revitalized by Basquiat. Few would deny that making appearances with
hot young art-world superstars Basquiat and Keith Haring upped Andy’s glamour
ratings, Basquiat also provided Andy’s infamous diary with maay a juicy gossip tid-
bit. The following passage from Warhol's diary recounts a story that is uncharacteris-
tically sentimental:

Saturday, May 5, 1984

It was beautiful and sunny, did a lot of work. Called Jean-Michel and he said
he’d come up. He came and rolled some joints. He was really nervous, I could
tell, about how his show was opening later on at Mary Boone’s. Then he want-
ed a new outfit and we went to cis store where he always buys his clothes. He
had b.o. We were walking and got to Washingron Square Park where I ficst mex
him when he was signing his mame “samo” and writinggraffiti and painting T-
shirrs. That area brought back bad memories far him. Later on his show was
great, though, it really was.!s ’

This passage reveals a bit of the complexity of Warhol's identification with Basquiat.
Warhol’s sensitivity to Basquiat’s “bad memories™ of his seedy days as a graffiti arcist
selling hand-painted T-shirts in Washington Square Park might very well echo his
own discomfort with his past, his own inability to completely reconcile that past
with his present. The mention of joints also further signifies with Andy's later dis-
avowalofthe crazy people and drug addicts who populated the Factory days We also
hear Warhol’s bitchy b.o. comment, which served to temper his identification wich
Basquiat. But finally, Basquiat’s victory at Mary- Boone's is, for the older artist, both
an identification with Warhol’s former early successes and a victory forhim because
of his current investment in the twenty-four-year-old artist. Warhol also records a
much more poignant identification in the diaries. He recounts an August 5, 1984,
party at the Limelight for Jermaine Jackson. The bouncers are described as “dumb
Mafia-type of guys who didn’t know anyone” After being rejected at the door,
Basquiat turned to Warhol and exclaimed, “Now you see how it is to be Black.”?
Basquiat’s formal disidentification, his simultaneous working with, against, and
on Warhol's production, is uniquely thematized in a collaboration with Warhol that
depicts one of Warhol's motorcycle images and one of Basquiat’s distinctive distorted
figures. The enlarged image of the motorcycle from a newspaper ad is one that
Warhol repeated throughout his mid-1980s black-and-white and Last Supper series.
The blackfiguresthat Basquiatcontributesto the frame work once again to show the
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black presence that has been systematically denied from this representational prac-
tice. These primitive jet black images look only vaguely human and bare sharp fangs.
Through such representations, Basquiat ironizes the grotesque and distortive African-
American presentations in consumer culture. In this canvas, like many of the other
‘Wathol collaborations, the smooth lines of Wathol's practice work as a vehicle for
Basquiat’s own political and cultural practice.

The title for this chapter is a riff stolen from the Disposable Heroes of Hiphop-
risy. In their 1992 song “Famous and Dandy like Amos ’n’ Andy,” the fictional char-
acters are an entry point into a hip-hop meditation on the history of black media
tepresentation and the price of fame for African-Americans. These are, of course, im-
portant thematics for Basquiat. {Basquiat used and trademarked names of characters
from the early radio and TV show in some of his paintings.) Fame is of tremendous
import for both of this chapter's subjects, but a comparison of one of Basquiat’s
Famous Negro Athletes images to Warhol's portraits illustrates the world of differ-
ence between these two disidentificatory impulses and the aesthetic effects they pro-
duce. Warhol’s portraits of Liza, Marilyn, Liz Taylor, Elvis, and so on, are not so
much portraits of celebrities as of fame itself. Although it can be argued that Basquiat’s
paintings also treat fame as a subject, his formulations enact the disturbing encounter
between fame and racist ideology that saturates North American media culture. The
Famous Negro Athletes series reflects the problematic of being a famous black image
that is immediately codified as a tradematk by a white entertainment industry. The
deployment of the word Negm is a disidentification with the racist cultural history
that surrounds the history both of sports in the United States and of the contested
lives of African-Americans in general The simplicity of the following image exposes
these dynamics of being famous and ethnically identified in U.S. culture; we see a
trinity of three images: a hastily scrawled black head, a crown symbol that accompa-
nied most of the painting in this series, and a baseball. The controversy that ensued
in 1992 when one major baseball team executive, Marge Schott of the Cincinnati
Reds, referred to one of her players as “a million-dollar nigger” makes a point that
Basquiat was making in this series the rich and famous black athlete is not immune
to the assaults of various racisms. Within such racist imaginings, the famous black
athlete is simply equated with the ball and other tools of the trade. Basquiat inter-
rupts this trajectory by inserting the crown symbol between the man and object. The
crown was an image that Basquiat frequently used to symbolize the rich history of
Africans and African-Americans. The crown, or the title of “King,” is, as Stewart ex-
plains, used to designate the supremacy of graffit artists who were able to best prolif-
erate and disseminate their tags.

Fab Five Freddy explained Basquiat’s Famous Negro Artists series as follows: “And
like a famous Negro athlete, Jean-Michel slid into home. He stole all three bases, ac-
tudly, and then slid in to home. Hoine being Mary Boone’s gallery.”18 I want to fiir-
ther engage this metaphor and speculate that home base was also embodied in
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Basquiat’s relationship with Warhol. The painting Dos Cabezas depicts two rough
sketches of both artists’ faces lined up sideby side, on an equal level. It also translates
Andy’s head into Spanish, setting up a moment of interculturation that is typical of
both Basquiat’s work and other examples of disidentification that can be found in
U.S. culture.
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The ways in which these two artists cross-identified, disidentified, and learned
with and from each other also suggest the political possibilities of collaboration. The
relationship of queerness and race is often a vexed and complicated one within pro-
gressive political arenas, When these identicy shards are positioned as oppositional,
they often split and damage subjects whose identifications vector into both identifi-
catory nodes. The models and examples set by pop art in general, and Andy Warhol
in particular, influenced Basquiat in innumerable ways. In turn, Basquiat rejuvenated
both pop art and Warhol by exploding racial signifiers that had been erased, ob-
structed, or rendered dormant by the discourse, These disidentificatory cultural prac-
tices and the coterminous interpersonal identificatory crossings and crisscrossing that
Basquiat made with Wathol and Warhol with Basquiat were, for both marginalized
men, indispensable survival practices.

Melancholia’s Wark

My theoretical understanding of disidentification has been, as I have stated, informed
by the structure of feeling that is melancholia. I now investigate the relationship of
melancholia to disi{cntiﬁcation within Basquiat’s work, in an effort o make these
connections more salient. Consider a portrait of Jean-Michel Basquiat that was one of
the last photographs taken by the famous Harlem-based studio photographer James
Van DerZee, whose career spanned more than five decades. The younger artist seems
saangely comf arable in the gilded Edwardian trappings of Van DerZec’s studio. His
look away from the camera and the heaviness of his head, being held up by his hand,
connote this quality of melancholia-—a structure of fecling, I look at this image and
feel the cll of mourning. I reflect on the subject’s short life in the New York avant-
garde scene, his early death from a drug overdose, the loss of the artist, and all the
paintings that were left undone. In this final stage of his cateer, Van DerZee produced
many portraits of important African-Americans, including Muhammad Ali, Romare
Bearden, Lou Rawls, Eubie Blake, Ruby Dee and Ossic Davis, and Max Robinson,
the first African-American to land a position as a national newscaster. Robinson died
in 1988 from AIDS complications. To look at his portrait now is indeed to summon
up the dead, to put a face and voice on the countless black bodies that have been lost
in the epidemic.” Basquiat, who was killed by a drug overdose the same year
Robinson died, also embodies this moment of crisis in communities of color in
which its young men are mercilessly cut down by the onslaught of the virus, the
snaresof a too often deadly drug addiction and a criminal justice system that has de-
clared open season on young male bodies of colot.

Basquiat understood the force. of death and dying in the cultare and tradition
around him; his work was concerned with working through the charged relation be-
tween black male identity and death. Like Van -DerZee, he understood that the situa-
tion of the black diaspora called on living subjects to take their dying with them.
They were baggage that was not to be lost or forgotten because ancestors, be they
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symbolic or genetically linked, were a deep source of enabling energy that death need
not obstruct.

Disidentification shares structures of feeling with Freudian melancholia, but the
cultaral formations I am discussing are not, in the Freudian sense, the “work of
mourning.” Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis describe the work of mourn-
ing as an “intrapsychic process, occurring after the loss of a loved object, whereby the
subject gradually manages to detach itself from this object."?® The works of mourn-
ing that I am discussing offer no such escape from the lost object. Rather, the lost ob-
ject returns with a vengeance, It is floated as an ideal, a call to collectvize, an identity-
affirming example. Basquiat saw the need to call up the dead, to mingle the power of
the pastwith the decay of the present. Bell hooks has commented on the paintings of
famous Negro athletes in Basquiar: “It is much too simplistic a reading to see works
like Jack Johnson or Untitled (Sugar Ray Robinson), 1982, and the like, as solely cele-
brating black culture. Appearing always in these paintings as half-formed or some-
how mutilated, the black male body becomes, iconographically, asign of lack and ab-
sence.”?! Hooks is correct to shut down any readingthatsuggests that these twisted
shapes are anything like purely celebratory. I disagree, however, with her reading of
lack in the work. The lines that Basquiat employs are always crude and half -formed,
and although they do signify a radical lack of completeness, they also hark back to a
moment when a child tzkes a pencil to paperand, in a visual grammar that is as
crude as it is beautifill, records the image of a beloved object, of a person or thing
thatserves as a node of identification, an object that possesses transcendent possibili-
ties. The power of this painting has to do with the masterful way lack and desire are
negotiated. The painting itsclf stands in far another lost object, childhood. The
Famous Negro Athletes series works as a disidentification with the stars of an era
when black representations were only the distorted images of athletes and the occa-
sional perf ormer that the white media deemed permissible.

Jazz great Charlie Parker was another of Basquiat’s heroes, and Basquiat pro-
duced a creation that works as gravestone/mourning shrine for a lost hero. Again, the
lines are, as bell hooks would put it, half-formed. In these half-formed lines we find
a eulogy of great power and elegance. The structure (a tied-together wooden pole
structure) records Parker’s name and gives his place of death (Stan Hope Hotel) and
the month and day he was memorialized at Carnegie Hall. The artist bestows royal
status on the musician by renaming him Charles the First. Such a shrine is not as cle-
gant and gilded as James Van DerZec’s tributes to the dead, but this option is not
available to Basquiat because the hurried pace of postmodernity no longer allows for
the wistful and ethereal spaces of Van DerZee’s portraits. Basquiat’s objects also dis-
play the impulse to mourn, remember, and flesh out, but this is achieved through
different strategies than the portrait photogtapher’s. Basquiat’s paintings achieve this
mourning aff ect through urgency, speed, and frantic energized lines.

One of the artist’s last finished paintings, Riding with Dearh (1988), poses the
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Jeon-Miche! Basqiot, Untitled {Sugar Roy Robinson] (1982). Copyright 1998 Artists Rights Sodiety
(ARS), New Yark/ADAGP, Paris. Photo countesy of the Broni Foundotion.

black male body as death’s horseman, riding and manipulating the pale specter. Many
critics have read this painting in the light of Basquiat’s death and found it ironic and
delusional. I read Riding with Death under the pressure of the epidemics that now
massacre millions of people of color. I read the painting as a call to do what Basquiat
was able to do in his practice: to acknowledge and respond to the power of death and
the dead in our lives. The black body mounting the white skeleton is brown and
fleshed out in ways that many of his black male figures are not.22 But the body is also
highly abstracted, the face is crossed out by a black scrawl, the hands and arms are
only traces in black oil stick. This incompleteness is also true of the skeleton, which
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is missing a torso. The skeleton is a bright white that is almost illuminated by the
gray-green background. Its whiteness is reminiscent of Warhol’s own overwhelming
whiteness This whiteness can, then, stand in for a fantasy of black bodies not being
burdened and mastered by whiteness, a fantasy space where the artist asserts his own
agency in the relations of power he is imbricated in through his associations with the
mainstream art world. I am not suggesting that whiteness is simply white people ot
the “white establishment.” Instead, I read this painting as being about the complicat-
ed function of disidentification in which oppressive, shamefil, and sometimes dan-
gerous cultural influences and forces are incorporated, mediated, and transfigured

Hooks has written that “Basquiat paintings bear witness, mirror this almost spiri-
tua] understanding, They expose and speak the anguish of sacrifice. It is amazing that
so few critics discuss configurations of pain in his work, emphasizing instead its play-
fulness, its celebratory qualities.” Hooks is, again, right to point out the problems
in the artist’s critical reception. To look at Basquiat as a ludic painter is © put the
mask of the minstrel show on him. Like hooks, I see the pain and anguish in his pro-
ductions. To this I would add that there is also a powerful impulse in the artist’s work
to record a black life-world that is complex and multilayered 24 Riding with Death is
an excellent example; in it we see blacl bodies tarrying with death and destruction.
But Basquiat’s images do more than connote the destruction of the black body. They
also strategize survival and imagine assertions of self in a cultural sphere that s struc-
tured to denyvisibility to such bodies.

Hooks’s greatest reservation about Basquiat's body of work is what she under-
stands as his gender tzouble:

\Whatlimits body in Basquiat’s work is the construction of maleness as lack To

be male, caught up in the endless cycle of conquest, is © lose out in the endless

gycle of fulfillment

Significantly, there are few references in Basquiat’s work that connect him to

aworld ofblackness that is female or a world of influences and inspirations that,
are fermale.2

Because Basquiat chose to represent black males almost exclusively, and almost al-
ways in crisis, hooks figures the masculinity depicted in his oeuvre as lack primarily
because of the absence of the female.28 This line of argument echoes a previous theo-
retical maneuver by Hortense Spillers, who, in her influential essay “Momma’s Baby,
Papd’s Maybe: An American Geammar Book,” argues that African-American culture
in the United States has been misnamed as matriarchal by such manifestations of
white male patriarchy as the Moynihan Report.2? The Moynihan Report figured the
black family as dysfunctional because of what was perceived as the weakness of black
male role models and the dominance of the black woman.28 Spillers challenges this
cultural myth, arguing that

when we speak of the enslaved person, we perceive that the dominant culture, in
a fatal misunderstanding, assigns a mattiarchist value where it doesn’t belong:
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actually misnames the power of the female regarding the enslaved community.
Such naming is false because the female could not, in fact, claim her child, and
false once again, because “motherhood” is not perceived in the prevailing socia!
climate as a legitimate procedure of culrural inheritance.??

Spillers’svaluable appraisal of the way in which the dominant culture figuresan over-
abundance of black womanhood as the problem when discussing the status of African-
Americans within U.S. culture leads me to suggest that hooks’s thesis is a reversal of
the very same logic that Moynihan Report disseminated in the mid-1960s. This in-
version (African-American men as lack instcad of Afrimn-American women as ex-
cess) still subscribes to the ideclogy of black men and black masculinity as “an ab-
sence and a negation.” It also positions black women as something of a magial
excess that can correct the hilings of black men. Hooks’s point thus seems like a re-
versal of psychoanalysis’s understanding of woman as Jack—an inversion that seems
just as unproductive. Representing the complicated and dire situation of black mas-
culinityin U.S. culture is important cultural work that should not be dissvowed asa
limitation. It is also important to note that the logic of hooks’s argument relies on a
presumption that, if the artist incorporated more female influences and inspirations
(assuming that a spectator or critic can ever know what such forces might be), his
lack would be filled. This formulation comes dangerously close to reinscribing a het-
erosexist fantasy that the fulfilling of a normative male and female dyad would flesh
out the incompleteness of theartist’s production. I do not mean to imply that there
is no need for potentially productive alliances across gender (and sexuality) to be
formed in the African diaspora, but I nonetheless see problems with hooks’s formula-
tion. The danger lies precisely at the point when any enslaved person, to use Spillers’s
description of people of color in the United States, is understood as incomplete be-
cause he or she chose to deal with the specificities of gender and race coordinates
without involving the opposite sex. Such gender-normative thinking, when not
checked for its heterosexist preswnptions, leads to unproductive ends.

A certain quality of melancholia was intrinsic to the African-American male cul-
tural worker, a quality that was absolutely necessary to navigate his way through a
racist and genocidal landscape—which is not to say that mourning and genocide are
salient thematics in the cultural production of African-American women. It is to
say, however, that a recent history of African-American masculinity would read like
Van DerZee’s funeral book?' This is especially true of Basquiat's painting. The
shrines, altars, and portraits that Basquiat produced are not limited to the status of
works of mourning, but within them is the potential to become meditative texts that
decipher the workings of mourning in our culure. They are melancholic echoes,
queer reverberations, that make possible an identity or cluster of communal identfi-
cations that are presently under siege. '



Chapter 2

Photographies of Mourning:
Melancholia and Ambivalence in Van DerZee,
Mapplethorpe, and Looking for Langston

Deciphering a Dream Deferred

Black gay male cultural productions experienced a boom of sorts in the late 1980s
and early 1990s. No one single type of cultural production trailblazed the way.
Joseph Beam’s now classic anthology In the Life, the videos of the late Marlon Riggs,
the cultural criticism of Kobena Mercer, the music of Blackbern, the poetry of the
late Essex Hemphill, the fiction of Melvin Dixon, the photos of Rotimi Fani-Kayode,
the dance and choreography of Bill T. Jones, the performance art of Po-Mo Afro
Homos, to name a handful of representatives from actoss a black queer diaspora, all
informed and helped form one another. If one were to describe the unifying con-
cepts, potencies, and tensions that bind these artists as something we might call a
moyement, beyond and beside the simple fact of their “identities,” it would be the
complicated work that they attempt to accomplish. This task can be summed up as
the (re)telling of elided histories that need to be both excavated and (re)imagined,
over and above the task of bearing the burden of representing an identity that is chal-
lenged and contested by various forces, including, but not limited to, states that
blindly neglect the suffering bodies of men caught within a plague, the explosion of
“hate crime” violence that targets black and gay bodies, and a reactionary media
power structure that would just as soon dismiss queer existence as offer it the most
fleeting reflection. In this shifting field of artistic performance and production, I
would point out what might be thought ofasa slippery center: Isaac Julien’s Looking
for Langsron (1989). T use the term cenrer in this instance to describe the way that
film, as a primarily collaborative art form, incorporates and displays other modes of
black queer cultural production such as music, performance, poetry; prose, cultural
criticism, and photography.

In this chapter, I resist the term masculénity. Masculinity has been and continues
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to be a normarive rubric that has policed the sex/gender system. 1 see very little ad-
vantage in recuperating the term mascidinity because, as a category, masculinity has
normalized heterosexual and masculinist privilege. Masculinity is, among other things,
a cultural imperative to enacr a mode of “manliness” that is clibrated to shut down
queer possibilities and energies. The social construct of masculiniry is experienced by
far too many men as a regime of power thatlabors to invalidate, exclude, and extin-
guish faggotry, effeminacy, and queerly coated butchness. This is not to discount the
possibllity that a discourse on masculinity might produce some theoretical traction
for scholars working in the field of gender theory. But I do aim to suggest that any
such project that fails to factor in and interrogate heteronormativity and masculinist
contours of such a discourse reproduces the phobic ideology of masculinity. An
exemplary critical project that has reanimated the term mascidingty is Judith Halber-
stam’s writing on “female masculinity.”! Halberstam dislodges masculinity from bio-
logical maleness, and in doing so opens up and reterritorializes the concept. Such a
reterritorialization of masculinity can be understood as a disidentification with the
sign of masculinity, which is to say a critical recycling of the rerm.

This chapter offers a reading that I hope will contribute to an understanding of
both where this crucial wave of black queer work is coming from and where it cur-
rently stands, as well as a decipherment of this exemplary and central text’s densely
layered, zestheticized, and politicized workings. In this analysis, T intend to carry
out Sylvia Wynter's call for a turn toward decipherment as opposed to the dominant
scholarly mode of “interpretation” of the “play” of “meanings™ and significations
that a text produces. This decipherment of Looking for Langston (and what T see as
its influential “co-texts”) will attempt to carry out the program for film studies out-
lined by Wynters in her article “Rethinking ‘Aesthetics: Notes Towands a Deciphering
Practice™

Rather than seeking to “rhetorically demystify” a deciphering turn seeks to deci-

pher what a process of rhetorical mystification does. It secks to identify. not what

texts and their signifying practices can be interprered to mean but what they can

be deciphered to db, it also secks to evaluate the “illocutionary force™ and proce-
dures with which they do what they do2

This chapter maps out vwo different tropes or structures of feeling—melancholia and
ambivalence—that are central to a comprehension of the inner (textual) and external
(social and political) work thart the texts under consideration do?

A grand and glowing mythotext, Looking for Langston makes no stale claims to
documentary objectivity: It is, in Julien’s own words at the beginning of the film, a
“meditation” on “Langston Hughes and theHarlem Renaissance.” The word medita-
tion implies a text that is not dealing with clouded imperatives to tell what “really”
happened or to give the reader a plastic “you were there” sensadon. The text is in-
stead profoundly evocative, suggestive, and, as I will argue in depth later, ambivalent.
A meditation like this invites a reader to join the author in a contemplative position.
Theinvitation reads: imagine, remember, flesh out.
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Julien’s film is a challenge to more terminal histories that work to dispel and
undermine anything but flat empirical, historiographical facts. An example of this
mode of history writing, one that more often than not excludes nonconvendonal,
and especially queer, historiography, is Arnold Rampersad’s biography of Langston
Hughes.# Rampersad dismisses considerations of the poet as gay writer for a lack of
cmpirical evidence: the biographer was unable to find any living person {male or fe-
male) who would admit to having had sex with Hughes. Such naive reasoning from
such an otherwise sophisticated critic is unsetding. This blindness to both the differ-
ent economies of desires and the historical and concurrent bonds of gay intertexmial-
ity that Hughes shares with other gay cultural workers can only be construed as
heterosexist. (Rampersad's text is deserving of a long and rigorous inquiry thatwould
take on the task of looking into the heterosexist logic of a study that dismisses a sub-
ject’s sexual identity altogether before considering a homosexual possibility that, for
any attentive reader, is far from opaque)’ I would argue that Julien's dynamic flm
offers all the “evidence” needed to make a case thatLangston Hughes was queer.

The evidence of Julien's film is not that of rigorous historical fact; it is, rather, the
evidence of revisionary history that meditates on queer cadences that can be heard in
Hughes when studying Hughes's life and work. It is a mode of history reading that
listens with equal attention to silences and echoes that reverberate through the artist’s
production. I understand the historiographical project of Looking for Langston to be
in line with the program called for by the historian of “difference” Joan W. Scott.
Scott explainsthat it is insufficient and risky to propose historiographical salvage op-
erations that troll for some “lost” and essential “experience.” Scott has explicated the
implicit danger of such projects:

History is a chronology that makes experience visible, but in which categaries

appear as nonetheless zhistorical: desire, homosexuality, hererosexuality, femi-

ninity, masculinity, sex and even sexual practices become so many fixed entries
being played our over time, but not themselves historicized. Presenting the story

this way excludes, or at least understares, the historically variable interrelation-

ship berween the meanings “homosexual” and “heterosexual,” the constitutive

force each has far the other, and the contested nature of the terrain that they si-

multaneously occupy 8

Julien's cinematic pracrice defies the lure of simply proppingup a newlyfound histo-
1y of what the queer Harlem Renaissance might have been. Instead, this cinematic
meditation does not confine itself to single meanings, but instead works to explain
the lack of fixity of such terms as queer; black, and male, within the temporal space
that is being represented. Indeed, the film itself works to undermine any static or
rigid definitions of these concepts.

One of the first of many “key” Hughes phrases that one catches in the film is
“montage of a dream deferred,” and the film, in its fluid dimensions, takes up the
challenge of this image and attempts to imagine what it might look like The classical
cinematic theory of montage, first theorized and deployed by the Soviet ilmmaker
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Sesgei Eisenstein as “a montage of attractions,” speaks quite Auidtyto Julier's project.
The vasiation in the latter’s interpretation of cinematic montage is his reliance on the
juxtaposing of “attractions” that are not just “shots” but fabrics not traditionally en-
folded within the tapestry of montage cinema-—materials such as poems, expefimen-
tat fiction, still photographs, vintage newsreels, and blues songs. Montage cinema
creates a cerrain rhytbm in its statk juxtapositions of images that, on a level of tradi-
tional novelistic narrative logic, clash and set each other off. Looking for Langston,
though stylisticalty etegant and appasently seamless, alls on this tried-and-true cal-
culus of juxtapositions. Atthough the textures of the “attractions” that are used are
not traditional film fodder, theydo rougbly line up around diffesent poles. The poles
are connected to the project of black gay male self-representation sketched earkier, a
project that is carried out against a hetesosexist culture’s hegemonic mandate that
these lives not be seen, heard, or known. One of the two poles is the “bistorical self”
that is represented by chiefly archival images from the Haslem Renaissance; the other
is the contempozsaneous self that produces images that represent an “undes siege” re-
alicy. Both poles are embattled ones. The bistorical one is a counterhistosy that must
constantly define itself against “larger” more official and oppressive histories; the con-
temporary identity pole is populated by images that depict the dangers (and, of
cousse, pleasures) of occupying a black and gay subject position during this pasticu-
tar moment of crisis. I do not wish to reify this dichotomy between “then” and
“now”: the film cemainty does not commit such an error. A successful montage—and
Looking jor Langston is definitely that—eventually uses the curzent produced by the
binary juxtapositions to meld the very same binaty into what might seem like an au-
tonomous whole. This “whoteness effect” is enacted through the dialectical interplay
of these conflicting elements. .

In his essay “A Diatectic Approach to Film Form,” Eisenstein explains that it is
not only the visible elements of shots that can be juxtaposed in a montage system.
Thete is also the strategy of emotional combination that produces what the earty film
theorist has called “emotional dynamization.”” According to Eisenstein, this brand of
montage, if successful, ultimately teads to the “liberation of the whole action from
the definition of time and space.”” The transhistorical crosscutting in Julien’s film
achieves, through its use of evocative and sometimes elusive contrasts and similari-
ties, just such a liberation. The concept of time and space that isgenerated occupies
overtapping temporal and geograpbic coordinates that we can understand asa queer
black culrural imaginary. It is important to keep in mind that this quees black cultur-
al imaginary is in no way ahistorical. Its filaments are bistorically specific and the
overall project is more nearly #rznshistorical.

Fredsic Jameson, in writing about the triumph of Eisenstein’s cinema, sums up
the “payoff” that montage can yield when trying to depict history: “Montage thus as-
sumes the existence of the tme between shots, the process of waiting itself, as it
reaches back and encompasses the two poles of its former dynamic, thereby embody-
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ing itself as emptiness made visible—the line of Russian wartiors in the distance, or
even more climactically, the empty horizon on which the Teutonic Knights, not yet
present, impend.” Looking for Langston resembles Jameson's delineation of “mon-
tage” in that the film attempts to represent, make visible, and even champion at least
a few different histories that have, by the strong arm of “official histories,” been
cloaked.

It would be reductive to account for the dynamic transhistorical referents in the
film solely within the terms of the inner working of the formalistic montage para-
digm. Ii the end, this runs too high a risk of reifying history and the present. I my-
self am in a position of discussing binaries (as the reader wil soon see) that flirr with
this problematic. In an attempt to resist this trap, I will offer another structural
mode] that considers the interplay of transhistorical elements in this text. Another
mode of understanding the interchange between elements corresponding to different
historical moments would be the idea of a dialectical interchange between present
and past tenses. This seems right in that it speaks to the fact that, asa particular kind
of avant-garde film, Looking jor Langston is grounded in a complex relation of frag-
ments to a whole. For heuristic purposes here, I would like to associate the first pole
with a historical black homosexual “tradition” that closes around the images of male
Harlem Renaissance queess such as Hughes, Countee Cullen, Alain Locke, Wallace
Thurman, Bruce Nugent, and Claude McKay, and I will associate the other pole
with contemporary cultural activists such as Essex Hemphill, Marlon Riggs, and
Assotto Saint. It would be wosthwhile to consider these texts as tangled within a
complicated transhistorical dislogue—something akin to Gayl Jones's definition of a
traditional African-American oral trope known as “call-and-tesponse,” the “anti-
phonal back-and-forth pattern which exists in many African American oral tradition-
al forms, from sermon to intetjective folk tale to blues, jazz and spirituals and so on.
Ia the sermonic tradition, the preacher calls in a fixed or improvised refrain, while
the congregation responds, in either fixed and formulaic or spontaneous words and
phrases.”? With this pattern in mind, one can hear Essex Hemphill's impassioned po-
etic voice ctying out from one of these historical poles, “Now we think while we
fuck,” and actually speaking across time to a “forgotten” or “lost” black queer identi-
ty painfully embodied in the hushed tones of Langston Hughes's simple, sorrowfil
epitaph-like text “Poem":

I loved my friend

He went away from me

There is nothing more to say

This poem ends

As softlyas it began

I loved my friend 2°
By pointing to this cross-tme dialogue between black gay males, I am suggesting
that Julien makes use of call-and-response to historicize black gay male history and
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contextualize recent queer African-American colrural producdon. This technique is
tooted in a black vernacular tradition while being a new and innovative approach to
filmic production. The positing of this model as a tool for understanding the trans-
historical narrative economy in the film does not completely eclipse the notion of the
film as a montage. They are at least provisionally compatible paradigms that may
melt into one another.

In general terms, I have discussed the situation of the nontraditional fabrics juxta-
posed on one another in this “montage” or “call-and-response” weave. Many of these
transhistorical pairings are of interest. For example, in a powerful early moment in the
film, the voice of bisexual blues singer Bessie Smith is set off by and then briefly min-
gles with a contemporary song, “Blues for Langston,” sung by the songwriter/vocalist
Blackberri. There is sometbing uncanny about these voices resonating; the resonance
produces a smooth superimposition thar is visually impossible. In an interview,
British flmmaker Julien commented on bis need to turn to America to unearth a
queer black bistory—there was no historical icon as provocative as Hughes on his
side of the diaspora. The “American” element that factors into the film’s hybrid
model can be best understood as a “blues aesthetic.” In bis seminal study on this
American aesthetic form, Houston Baker Jr. describes the blues as a “marrix™ “The
matrix is a point of ceaseless input and ourput, a web of intersecting, crisscrossing
impulses always in producrive transit. Afro-American blues constitute such a vibrant
network.™ Looking for Langston incorporates the “matrix” fanction into its own hy-
bridized aesthetic.

While recognizing this matrix fiancrion, it is important to note that the syncretic
incorporation of the blues aesthetic does not overshadow the contemporary black
British aesthetic that fills out much of the film. Julien wished to assert his own na-
tional identity; hence, British locales, actors, and voices are called on to establish a
black British cultural presence that shares a certain symmetry with the African-
American presence. Coterminous with this American blues aesthetic is the black
British diaspora aesthetic of the Black Arts Movement. One can view the film as
being very much a part of this British aesthetic movement, which attempts to negoti-
ate representation from a productive space of hybridity, situated between postmod-
ernism and what Paul Gilroy has termed. “populist modernism.” Gilroy describes the
black British film movement (a movementcentral to the Black Arts Movement) as
enacting 2 Du Boisian double consciousness: on the one hand, its representatives
identify as cultural producers who are located 7z modernity and are clearly defenders,
producers, and critics of modernism, but, on the other hand, they feel a moral re-
sponsibility to act as the “gravediggers of modemity”—to never forget that they are
also the “stepchildren of the West” whose task it is to transform modernity and the
aesthetics of modernism into vernacular forms that are “populist,” expressive, and
not elitist. Looking for Langstor’s cinematic structure as a transhistorical and trans-
national “weavelike” texture can be understood as a product of the discomfort caused
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by traditional Western genre constraints that Gilroy locates in popular modernism:
“The problem of gente is there in the desire to transcend key Western categories: nar-
rative, documentary, history and literature, ethics and politics.”2

The remainder of this chapter will focus on what I see as the central binary of
the filin: a binary of photographic images. The juxtapositions and tensions of the
photographic binary bear primary responsibility for shaping the film both visually
and thematically. The two niost crucial and structuring photographic presences in
this ilm text are those of Harlem Renaissance portrait photographer James Van
DerZee and New York avant-garde portrait photographer Robert Mapplethiorpe.

The Picture of Melancholia

Before discussing mourning and the functions of the photo texts in Julien's work, I
would like to fill in my consideration of Looking for Langstor as both a photocentric
text and a mythotext, This populist modernist mode of “writing” history challenges
and confounds traditional historiographies. This point becomes salient when one
reads a passage that considers the relation of the photograph to history from Roland
Barthes's exquisite book Camera Lucida: “A paradox the same century invented
History and Photography. But History is a memory fabricated according to positive
formulas, a pure intellectual discourse which abolishes mythic Titne; and the Photo-
graph is a certain but fugitive testimony.”!3 Although the foundation of Barthes’s bi-
nary may be somewhat shaky, it serves to illuminate the unique relationship of the
photographic document (producing the effect he calls “that-has-been”) and the
“pure” intellectual discourse of history. The photographs of Hughes and James
Baldwin, held up by beautiful queer putti during the film’s opening panoramic shots,
serve as a fleeting yet powerful testimony to black queer presences within histories
that often neglect them. The viewer is left in the position both of reading these vital
mythologies and of spinning more narratives around them. The photograph in
Looking for Langston is a charm thatwards off “official histories” and reinscribes nec-
essary mythologies. These mythologies are open spaces of inquiry rather than mono-
lithic narratives full of, for many, identity-denying silences. »

In 1915, Freud introduced a theory of mourning that is, like much of Freud,
implicitly heterosexist yet riddled with queer possibilities. He writes: “Mourning is
regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved one, or to the loss of some abstraction
which has taken the place of one such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on.”¢
Moutning, unlike melancholia, which he marks as pathological, is a process in which
an object or abstraction becomes absent and the withdrawal of libido from the object
becomes necessary. Burt these demands cannot be enacted at once; libido detaches bit
by bit, perpetuating a mode of unreality; because, while the process oflibido removal
is trapspiring, the lost object/abstraction persists. It is, in its simplest formulation, a
gradual letting go. This process becomes the work of mourning. Van DerZee’s and
Mapplethorpe’s pictures, for radically different reasons, symbolically represent and
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Isaac Julien's Lodking for Langston. Photo by Sunil Gupta. Copyright 1989 Sankefa Film and Video
and Sunil Gupta, Courtesy of Third World Newsreel,

stand in as “works” of mourning. In Freud’s initial definition, melancholia spills into
the realm of the pathological because it resembles a mourning that does not know
when to stop.!?

In his first account of mourning, Freud used the ideaas a sortof foil to talk about
the psychopathology of melancholia. In The Ego and the I&, he begins to deconstruct
his previous binary when he realizes that the identification with the lost object that he
at first described as happering in melancholia is also a crucial part of the wotk of
mourning. The line between mourning and melancholia in this work of cinematic
giieving is arnazingly thin; it is a fiction that offers itself readily for deconstructing,

Through a highly formalistic route, Van DerZee’s and Mapplethorpe’s projects
are heavily valanced as wortks of moutning. Van DerZee and Mapplethorpe are
knowsn as master portraitists, and the practice of portraiture suggests another inter-
relation. Jacques Dettida makes a crucial connection between the wotk of mourning
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and prosopopeia, the trope of mourning that Paul de Man wrote about extensively.
Prosopopeia was understood by de Man as the trope of autobiography, the giving of
names, the giving of face "the fiction of an apostrophe to an absent deceased, or
voiceless entity, which posits the possibility of the latter’s reply and confers upon it
the power of speech.”!s The autobiography and the portrait do the work of giving
voice to the face from beyond the grave prosopopeia is also a way of remembering,
holding on to, letting go of "the absent, the deceased, the voiceless.” Thus, in the
same way that she who writes in a biographical vein is summoning up the dead, by
the deployment of prosopopeia, she who mourns a friend summons her up through
claborate ventriloquism. This contributes to an understanding of how the trans-
historical call-and-response that I proposed earlier might function: a portrait of
Hughes, with his less than perfect mouth smilinga characteristically disarming smile,
enacts a strategic flexing of the autobiography trope that summons back a dead
Hughes, gives him voice, and petmits him to engage in a dialogue with the currently
living black gay male body of Essex Hemphill. The photographic portrait fizst gives
face, then gives voice.

This giving face and subsequently voice should also be understood as a compo-
nent of the performative aspect of portrait photography: The portrait photograph is a
two-sided performance, one having to do with the photographer who manipulates
technology, models, props, and backgrounds behind the camera, and the other with
the model who performs “self” especially and uniquely for the camera!? Mourning,
in all of its ritualized gestures and conventions, is also performative insofar as the
mourmer plays a very specific tole on a culturally prescribed stage. Viewing both por-
trait photography and mourning as performative practices, one understands the
unique linkage between the two practices—in the case of portraiwre a lost object is
captured and (re)pzoduced and in melancholic mouming the object is resurrected
and retained. Funeral photography, which grew out of the colonial American tradi-
tion of "mourning paintings,” is situated at the moment in which both performances
blur into each and take on a crudal role in each other’s theater.

In many cultures, mourning is highly aestheticized. The scenes of mourning
that are enacted in James Van DetZee's The Harlem Book of the Dead ate lush and
disquieting. In a morbid grammar (that is in no way devoid of wit), he spells out
some of the issues that surface when considering mourning and melancholia The
painfol attachments that refuse to diminish quickly during the actual process of
mourning and the subsequent inability to check in properly with the reality princi-
ple are displayed in the section depicting children titled "Childzen 8 the Mystery of
Birth.” In a gesture that might seem macabre today, Van DerZee posed dead babies
with their parents. Asked about this artistic strategy; Van DerZee replied: "It was my
suggestion to have them hold the child while the picture was being taken to make it
look more natural.”'8 This posing of the dead child with the parents succinctly per-
farms the melancholic and gives it a visual presence. This can also be easily read in
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the photograph ofthe man buried with his newspaper because his family wished to
imagine that he was not actually dead but instead had once again just fallen asleep
reading the paper.

Another photo in the "Children & the Mystery of Bisth” section employs a dif-
ferent strategy in its acrempt to visualize the process of African-American mourning,
In this photo, an older child is lying in the casket and a figuse that can be presumed
to be the fathes looks on. The child’s Boy Scout uniform is laid over the coffin. The
twist that Van DerZee achieves in this photograph isenacted through the technology
of superimposition. “Ghosted” over the coffin hovers a family portrait. The portrait
shows the lost object in question, theassembled nuclear family. The superimposition
includes the lost mother, who is absent from the “main” image of the photograph.
The viewer wonders where the mother exists in the “real time” of the fianeral scene.
Was she lost before the boy? Did she pass on with the child? Is her griefso great that
she could not pose? This image clearly revolves around the subjectivity of the male
figure mourning. Theact of mourningin this photo frames no single one lost object
(2 child, a mother, a uniform) but rather posits a lost concept, an ego ideal that was
contained within the fiction of the nuclear family. The worl this photograph does in-
volves the revelation of the status of the lost object in this African-American imagi-
nary. The lost and dead are not altogether absent Not only do they exist within the
drama of African-American life, but they help formulate it.

A mortuaryportrait of a young man in uniform uses the technology of combina-
tion printing to tell its story. The portrait is simply one example of the narrative im-
pulse in Van DerZee's production. In this image, one counts at least four negatives in
play. A poem is printed over the image. The poem recounts the sad story of burying
a beloved soldier boy. Opposite the text one finds an odd battlefield image. The sub-
ject who most closely resembles the corpse holds a pistol during a battlefield scene on
the top left side of the image. In this almost cinematic pose one encounters the de-
feated soldier drawing his weapon to protect an African-American nurse and her
dying patient on the battlefield. The melodramatic image is bridged with the equally
emotional poem through a smaller battlefield image of two medics transferring an in-
jured soldier across a battlefield. The imaginary that Van DerZee weaves in this
image is interested in telling the story of a lost noble soldier. The politics of staging
this kind of image betrays one of the political projects ofVan DerZee’s photography.
This image of the exemplary soldier, beautifully enveloped i a U.S. flag, posits an
image of a black male as a war hero in a culture that at the time of its fashioning
would not acknowledge him as such. The iconography in this instance is clearly un-
interested in mourning one individual; rather, the move is to addzess the needs, aes-
thetics, and suffering of a larger community:

I first encountered a Van DerZee photo in Barthes's boolc on photography. On a
certain level, both men’s worl is strongly associated for me: they are both cultural
workers who revel in the most gilded and delicious hypersentimentaliry, both always
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realizing the influence and limits of the parodic in their work. Granted, this connec-
tion is highly unstable, in ways both literal and metaphoric, because these men could
never really “speak” to each other. Van DerZee was never in any position to read
Barthes’s stylized Jocurions and the commentary that Barthes offers on Van DerZee
is flawed by a petty racism. When Barthes wrote about Van DerZee, he contented
himself with making a few snide racist remarks about the middle-class subjects (a
uaditional-looking African-American family) attempting to, in Barthes’s own words,
“assume the white man’s attiibutes.™® Van DerZee's aesthetic utterly undercuts
Barthess writing about photography. Van DerZee, I would suggest, disrupts the hyper-
subjective Barthesian approach to the photographic image. His pictures are never
only the anticipation/potential occasion for mourning, like the Barthes Wintergarden
picture discussed shortly; but are also a phantasmic illusion that starts from the “end”
(death and a communal witnessing of death) and hopes to bring back the dead by a
very self-conscious act of prosopopeia. In a strange, yet significant, way, T ke Harlem
Book of the Dead beats Camera Lucida at its own game.

The photographic text itself; as Barthes has suggested, is already dead; therefore,
as a work of art, the photograph is always alrcady a text of mourning. But if death, as
in the case of Van DerZee, is the obvious or sutface subject of the picture, what
might be the role of prosopopeia when considering these pictures? Barthes cathecrs a
photo of his mother as a little girl in the Wintergarden. What fascinates him most
about this old photo is the depiction of the time “rightbefore he lived,” the historical
moment that most interests him because that is when his mother lived without him,
This formula, if expanded to consider group identification as opposed to highly inter-
subjective histories, would account forthe power of Van DerZee’s photos within the
frame of the film. For a generation of black gay men engrossed in the project of ex-
cavating decply buried histories (as far as “official” historical registers are con-
cerned), these pictures depicting everyday life and death during the (queer) Harlem
Renaissance show a very crucial moment: a “right before we lived” moment that is
as important to this community as the moment in his mother’s life before his own
birth is for Barthes.

We can understand the importance of this move from the intersubjective to the
communal moment of mourning by turning to Michael Moon’s “Memorial Rags,
Memorial Rages.” Here Moon completes the task of theorizing the significance and
crucial differences in collective mourning begun by Freud in Group Pyrhology and
Ego Formation. Both Julien and Moon are keyed in to the power of collective mourn-
ing and both understand the nced to play with potent queer energies that have
changed the face of mourning in ways that are paradigm shaking the following
sentence from Moon’s essay illuminates just what kind of tropological revision is at
play in Julien’s signifying on Van DerZee: “T invoke the social in the face of a pre-
dominantly privatized, heterosexualized, teleologized and “task-oriented” conception
of grievingand mourning because I want to insist on the specifically queer energies at
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play--or potentially in play—in our experiences of grief and our practices of mourn-
ingin the midst of the continuingdesolation of our lives by AIDS."2% Moon calls at-
tention to the characteristic of a dominant cultural logic of mourning that is, by its
very premise and foundational principles, heterosexist. Looking for Langston works to
undermine hegemonic constructions of mourning and instead prop up an alternate
structure that is not pinioned by “privatized . . . and “wsk-oriented” biases but in-
stead posits the necessity for communal practices that speak to the current genocidal
crises affecting black and queer communities globally. Julien explains this communal
practice as an aesthetic process, relating in an interview that he “played with the sur-
face” of Van DerZee’s photos so they would forge an “imporrant refadonship” be-
tween a contemporary gay scene and a “historical look,”2! A subject is not locating
her or his essential history by reseazching a “racial” or cultuzal past. More nearly, and
most specificaily in the case of Looking for Langstor's appropriation and reclamations
of Van-DerZec’s photographs and photographic aesthetic, what Is transpiring is-an
insertion of contemporary “self” into a fiction o f the past that generatesin the com-
munal and individual subject an imaginary coherence within the experience of homo-
phobic representational elisions and a general historical “experience of dispersal and
fragmentation, which is the history of all enforced diasporas.”? Van DerZee's photos
help the queer spectator visualize a past and thus enable an “imaginary” coherence
that make the visualizing of a present and a future possible.

Disidentifying and Desire in Mapplethorpe

Tony Fischer. in an article on Looking for Langston, completely misreads what he
cals the "AIDS subplot.”?® The hierarchizing gesture of assigning main plots and
subplots in this film shows a profound misunderstanding of che film’s structural and
political formation. The moment of mourning in which we live informs Julien’s film
in urgent and compelling ways. T he best example of the centrality of AIDS mourn-
ing in the film would be a consideration of the influence of Robert Mapplethorpe.
Mapplethorpe’s pictures cannot, after the grim carnival of controversy around them,
be seenany longer without a deep consideration of AIDS and both the gay and black
communities’ current crisis of mourning. Ina Vanizy Fair interview right before his
own death, Mapplethorpe commented that most of the black men who appeared in
Black Book ate now dead because of their poverty, lack of insurance, and the very
high price of health care and medications such as AZT.?4 Although Julien’s project is,
on one level, obviously the reappropriation of the black gay male body from
Mapplethorpe, it is difficult to “read” these images and not be reminded of the tersi-
ble plague that robbed us of both the beautifiil black men in front of the lens and the
troublesome white patron/photographer behind the lens.

In considesing the film’s aesthetc, one cannot miss the compositional influence
of Mapplethorpe’s photography. Along with the dramatic and elegant Mapplethorpe
lighdng, the use and celebration of nude black gay male bodies makes visible the di-
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alectical relationship berween Mapplethorpe’s and Julien’s text Perfectly chiseled
black male bodies, framed in striking black-and-white monochromes, occupy the
central dream sequences of the film. In his signifying on Mapplethorpe, Julien intro-
duces a crucial tropological revision: he displays black bodies and black bodies to-
gether as well as black bodies and white bodies together. In this instance he is rewrit-
ing the Mapplethorpe scene by letting these men relate to each other's bodies and
not just the viewer’s penetrating gaze. Julien and Kobena Mercer's essay “True
Confessions” can be read as the “written” theoretical accompaniment to the praxis

that is Looking for Langston. In it the subject of black gay male pornography.is dis-

o

lsooc Jufien’s Looking for Langston. Photo by Sunil Gupta. Copyright 1989 Sankofa Film.and Video
and Sunil Guptg. Courtesy of Third World Newsreel.

cussed in the following manner: “The convention in porn is to show single models in
solo frames to enable the construction of one-to-one fantasy: Sometimes, when porn
models pose in couples or groups, other connotations—friendship, solidarities, col-
lective identities—ean struggle to the susface for our recognition."?9This “acddental”
positive identity-affirming effect that takes place in black male porn is being
“pushed” and performed in Julien’s film;26 and this is only possible through the play-
ing with form, convention, and even frame that Julien accomplishes through his
cinematic practice. This reading by Julien and Mercer casts Mapplethorpe as the
exploitative author who sees these black bodies only as meat. But these charges were
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made early in a debate that, like the current moment of AIDS mourning, has no
facile end in sight Mercer, in a large part as a resuit of the homophobic right-wing
attacks on Mapplethorpe, has reconsidered the images he ance denounced as simply
tepraducing a colonial fantasy: “[ Tlextual ambivalence of the black nude photograph
is strictly undecidable because Mapplethorpe’s photographs do not provide an un-
equivocal yes/no answer to the question of whether chey reinforce or undermine
commonplace racist stereoty pes—rather, he thraws the binary structure of the ques-
tion back at the spectator, where it is torn apare in the disruptive ‘shack effect.”?7.
The ambivalence Merces speaks about recalls an earlier pointI posited regarding the
ambivalence toward a lost abject bringing about melanchalia. Melancholia is brought

Isoac Julien’s Looking for Longston. Photo by Sunil Gupto. Copyright 1989 Sankafo Film ond Video
and Sunil Gupto. Courtesy of Third W orld Newsreel.

about by the subject’s inability to immediately work otit the problems or contradic-
tions that the object and its loss produce. Hence, che ambivalence brings about a cer-
tain “shock effect” chat Mexcer describes, which is, in a striking way, structurally aldn
to the inner workings of melancholia.

I wish to suggest that the pleasure that Mercer, Julien, and other gay men of calor
experience when consuming Mapplethorpe’s images is a disidencificatory pleasure,
one that acknowledges what is disturbing about the familiar practices of black male
objectification that Mapplechorpe participated in, while at the same time it under-
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stands that this pleasute can not easily be dismissed even though it is politically dan-
gerous.?® Like melancholia, disidentification is an ambivalent structure of feeling that
works to retain the problematic object and tap into the energies that are produced by
conttadictions and ambivalences. Mercer, Julien, and Jane Gaines have all explicated
the ways in which the ambivalence that a spectator encounters when interfacing with
these images is not only a racist exploitation of, but simultaneously a powerfil vali-
dation of, the black male body. Disidentification, as a conceptual model for under-
standing the “shock effect” produced by these images, acknowledges what is indeed
turbulent and troublesome about such images. Peggy Phelan has explained the way

lsoac Julien’s Looking for Langston. Photo by Sun? Gupta. Copyright 1989 Sankofo Film and Video
and Sunil Gupta. Courtesy of Third World Newsree!.

in which “objectification” should not be the last word in any appraisal of Mapple-
thotpe's wotk:

Mapplethotpe’s photography does “objectify” men, but what is astonishing
about his wotk is how much toom there is fot dignity despite this objectifica-
tion. His photography demanstrates that love and undetstanding of a body,
while always involving objectification, ptecisely because it is made ovet in the
mind and eye of the other, do not have to eliminate the private grace and power
of the model.2?
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The “making over” in theeye and the mindis a transfiguration, The object that isde-
sired is reformatted so that dignity and grace are not eclipsed by racist exploitation.
Disidentification is chis “making over™ it is the way a subject looks at an image chat
has been constructed to exploit and deny identity and instead finds pleasuse, both
erotic and self-affirming, Disidentification happens on the level of both production
and reception. The glance that cultural critics and workers such as Mercer and Julien
direct at a text such as Mapplethorpe starts out a disidentificatorytransfiguration on
the level of reception, and later, when the images aze incorporated into different cul-
tural texts (Mercer’s cultural critique or Julien's cinematic production), a2 disidentifi-
cation is enacted that is linked to artistic process and production.

In the same way that one holds on to a lost object until tle inner feelings of am-
bivalence are worked out, Julien sees the importance of our collectively holding on
to Mapplethorpe’simages. These images are invaluable because they directly speak to
the complicated circulation of colonial fantasies in gay communities, both white
and of color. Identification in the fantasy narrative (colonial or otherwise), as Judith
Butler hasshown in her ownessayon Mapplethorpe, is never fixed; one can identify
not only with-characters (occupying either the colonized or colonizer positions), but
alsowith verbs or “acts.”3® This identification, in Mapplethorpe, can perhaps be bet-
ter understood as a disidentification that refuses to follow che identificatory proto-
cols of the dominant culture. This brings to mind the scene in the film in which the
white character takes a tour through the pages of Black Book that are projected oti
the walls of a darkly lit room. Can people who identify as belonging to a once or
cuzrently colonized group simply identify with Black Book images projected on the
wall of the white “patrons™ misty room, or must they, as Mercer suggests, confront
their own identification with the white man, or even with the act of thumbing
through this “dangerous™ book and taking scopic delight in such images? [ am sug-
gesting that, for some spectators, this confrontation with whiteness does not occlude
the pleasure that such images offer, but rathes, that such confrontations can be part
of a disidentificatory project that manages to partially recycle and hold on to these
representations.

What binds these very different photographic presences in the text for me is a
certain quality of mourning intrinsic both to the genre of portraiture and to the spe-
cific photographs of Van DerZee and Mapplethorpe used .in Looking for Langston.
Jeff Nunokawa argues that, long before the current epidemic, the history of gay men
for mainstream cultuze hasbeen one of death, doom, and extinction. He explains the
ways in which the AIDS epidemic has been figured in the mainstream (straight}
imaginary: “AIDS is a gay disease, and it means death, because AIDS has been made
the most recent chapter in our culture’s history of the gay male, a history which,
from its beginning, has read like a book of funerals,® Unfortunately, this genocidal
wish of the straight mind has been partially flfilled. Recent queer history, to no
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small degree, does read like a funeral book. This is equally true of the history of the
African-American male, especially the African-American gay male. The Harlem Book
ofthe Dead and Black Book are both mourning texts that might, on first glance, ap-
pear to be such funeral books. There is in fact more to these texts that, when rede-
ployed by cultural producers such as Julien, become meditative texts that decipher
the workings of mourning in our culture.

Rethinking Melancholia

I have tried to explicate this quality of mourning in somewhat abstract terms. If one
zooms in on certain cinematic moments, a sharper understanding comes into per-
spective. My argument that Looking for Langston is a work of mourning hinges on
some specific filmic moments. One of the earliest sound bites heard is the scratchy
voice of a late-sixties radio announcer eulogizing Hughes, and the program he an-
nounces is called “In Memoriam Langston Hughes.” As1 pointed out earlier, the flm
is billed as a meditation on Hughes and the Harlem Renaissance. The next screen
that appears, however, reads “dedicated to the memory of James Baldwin” Griefis a
precondition to this film. Mourning is never far removed from the “life” in Looking
Jfor Langston. The scene of mourning and the bar scene that represents the trans-
historical space of gay life are separated by a winding staircase. Slow pans up and
down show the closeness of these spaces. I do not look at these owo scenes, the night-
club and the finersl, as composing a stark binary, This layering of different gay
spaces serves to show these different aspects of gay lives as always interlocking and in-
forming each other.

The establishing shot is the lavishly adorned casketsurrounded by elegant motrn-
ers (a scene that reconstructs various images out of The Harlem Book of the Dead).
Then there is a slow camera movement from an overhead unmotivated perspective of
the flmmaker playing the corpse, body seemingly stiff within the coffin. The con-
nection between looker (Julien conducting his cinematic investigation) and the ob-
ject of the gaze (the figure of Hughes, who is, in one sense, “invisible,” yet very much
present under the revisionary gaze) and the audience is radically disrupted and desta-
bilized. This destabilizing of traditional cinematic positionalities is a mirroring of the
destabilization and ambivalence of identification that are to be found at the center of
the communal mourning scene.

Communal mourning, by its very nature, is an immensely complicated text to
read, for we do not moumn just one lost object or other, but we also mourn as a
“whole”—or, put another way, as a contingent and tempotary collection of fragments
that is experiencing a loss of its parts. In this context, moumning Hughes, Baldwin,
Mapplethorpe, or the beantiful men in Black Book is about mourning for oneself, for
one’s community, for one’s very histoty: It is not the basically linear line that Freud
traces, but a response to the heterosexist and corporate “task-oriented” mourning
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that Moon describes. Whereas lives thatare either/or/and black and queer remain on
the line, there is no “normal” teleological end in sight for mourning. Mercer has de-
scribed the achievement of Looking for Langstonas working
precisely in the way itshows how desire and despair run together, and thushow
desire always entails rituals of mourping for what is lost and cannot be recov-
ered. There is a sense of mousrning not just for Langston, buried in the past
under the repressive weight of homophobic and [EJurocentric narratives, but
mourning for friends, lovers and others lost to AIDS hete and now, in the pre-

sent. There is mourning but not melancholia: as Langston himself says at the
end of the film, “Whyshould I be blue? I've been blue all night through. "

1 agree with many of the conclusions of Mercer’s esaay. I wish here to add a corrective
to that reading by depathologizing melancholia and understanding it as a “structure
of feeling” that is necessary and not always counterproductive and negative 1 am
proposing that melancholia, for blacks, queers, or any queers of color, isnota pathol-
ogy but an integral part of everyday lives. The melancholia that occupies the minds
of the communities under siege in this film can be envisioned as the revised version
of melancholia that Freud wrote about in his lateryears. It is this melancholia that is
partof our process of dealing with all the catastrophes that occur inthe lives of people
of color, lesbians, and gay men. [ have proposeda diff erent understanding of melan-
cholia that does not see it as a pathology or as a self-absorbed mood that inhibits ac-
tvism. Rather, it is a mechanism that helps ws (re)construct identity and take our
dead with usto the various battles we must wage in their names---and in our names.
In the end, this analysis does not dismiss the need for and uses of different activist
militancies, butinstead helps inform a better understanding of them. Douglas Crimp
ends his manifesto “Mourning and Militancy” with this stirring sentence: “Militancy,
of course, then, bur mourning too: mourning 4ndmilitancy.”®

Julien’s melancholic signifying on these two different photographies of mourning
supplies a necessary history to a collective struggle. This history comes in theform of
identity-affirming “melancholia,” a melancholia that individual subjects and different
commuunities in crisis can use to map the ambivalences of identification and the con-
ditions of (im)possibility that shape the minority identities under consideration here.
Finally, this melancholia is a productive space of hybridization that uniquely exists
between a necessary militancy and indispensable mourning.
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Chapter 3

The Autoethnographic Performance:
Reading Richard Fung's Queer Hybridity

In the Caribbean we are all performers.
—Anfonio Benitez-Rojo

The Queen's English, Too: Queer Hybridity and the Autoethnogrophic Performance

Are queens born or made? The royal visit sequence of Richard Fung’s My Moshers
Place(1991) undoes the "either/or” bind that such a question produces. A sequence
from the film’s beginning narrates the moment when the pasty specter of a monarch
born to the throne helps to formulate an entirely different type of queen A flickering
sound and image connotes an 8mm camera, the technology used before the advent
of amateur video cameras. A long black car leads a procession as schoolchildren,
mostly black girls and boys wearing white or light blue uniforms, look on. At the
center of the procession, we can easily identify the British queen. The voice-over nar-
ration sets the scene:

Under the watchful eyes of the priests we stand for ages on the sidewalk, burn-
ing up in our school uniforms. Then quickly they pass, and all you see is a long
white glove making a slow choppy morion. We wave the litle fags we were
given and fall back into class. White socks on our arms, my sister and I practice
the royal wave at home. After Trinidad and Tobago got our independence in
1962, Senghor, Salessi, and Indira Gandhi also made visits. We were given
school holidays just like we got for the queen and Princess Margaret, bur my
mother never took pictures of them.

The young Chinese Tonidadian’s identification with the queen is extremely com-
plicated. Practicing the royal wave, in this instance, is an important exsmple of a
brand of dissidence that Homi Bhabha has defined as "colonial mimicry”: “Mimicry
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emerges as the representation of a difference that is itself a process of disavowal
Mimicry is thus the sign of the double articulation; a complex strategy of reform,
regulation, and discipline, which ‘appropriates’ the other as it visualizes power.” The
modalities of difference thatinform this royal gesture are structured not only around
the colonized/colonizer divide, but also a gay/straight one. This moment of proto-
drag “Raunting” not only displays an ambivalence to empire and the protocols of
colonial pedagogy, but also reacts against the forced gender prescriptions that such
systems reproduce. This mode of mimicry is theatrical inasmuch as it mimes and
renders hyperbolic the symbolic rinial that it is signifying upon. This brief “visualiza-
tion” of power is representative of Fung’s cultural performance. Fung’s video “visual-
izes” the workings of power in ethnographic and pornographic films, two discourses
that assign subjects such as Fung, colonized, colored, and queer, the status of termi-
nally “other” object. Many of the performances that Fung produces are powerful
disidentifications with these othering discourses.

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has defined the term queer as a practice that develops for
queer children as

the ability w artach intently to a few cultural objects, objects of high or popular

culture or both, objects whose meaning seemed mysterious, excessive or oblique

in relation to the codes most readily available to us, [which)] became 2 prime re-

source for survival. We needed for there to be sites where meanings didn't line

up tidily with each other, and welearn to invest these sites with fascination and
love?

Thus, to perform queerness is to constantly disidentify, to constantly find oneself
thriving on sites where meaning does not properly “line up.” This is equally true of
hybridity;, another modality whete meaning or identifications do not properly line
up. The postcolonial hybrid is a subject whose identity practices are structured
around an ambivalerit relationship to the signs of empire and the signs of the “na-
tive,” a subject who occupies a space between the West and the rest.

This is not to say that the terms hylridity and queernessare free of problems. Ella
Shohat attempts to temper the celebratory aura that currently envelops the word hy-
bridity: “As a descriptive catch-all term, ‘hybridity’ per s fails to discriminate be-
tween diverse modalities of hybridity, for cxample, forced assimilation, internalized
self-rejection, political co-optation, social conformism, cultural mimicry, and creative

“transcendence.”® It would be dangerous to collapse the different modalities of hy-
bridity we encounter in the First World and its neocolonial territories, and in the vari-
ous diasporas to which the diversity of ethnically marked people belong. Queerness,
too, has the capacity to flatten difference in the name of coalition. Scholars working
with these antiessentialist models of identity need to resist the urge to give in to
crypro-essentialist understandings of these terms that eventually position them as
universal identificatory sites of struggle. Despite some of the more problematic uses
of the terms hylridityand queerness, | take the risk of melding them when discussing
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the wotk of cultural producers such as Fung because hybridity helps one understand
how queet lives are fragmented into various identity bits: some of them adjacent,
some of them complementary, some of them antagonistic. The hybrid—and tezms
that can be roughly theotized as equivalents, such as the Creole or the mestizo—are
paradigms that help account for the complexities and impossibilities of identity, but,
except for a cerrain degree of dependence on institutional frames, what a subject can
do from her or his position of hybridity is, basically, open-ended. The important
point is that identity practices such as queerness and hybridity are not a priori sites of
contestation but, instead, spaces of praductivity where identity’s fragmentaty nature
is accepted and negotiated. It is my understanding that these practices of identifica-
tion inform the reflexivity of Fung’s wark.

‘The concept of hybridity has also been engaged by theorists outside of the field
of postcalorial or critical tace studies. Bruno Latour, the French philosapher of sci-
ence, has argued that the hybrid is a concept that must be understood as central to
the stary of modernity. Latour contends that the moderns, the denizens and builders
of modernity, are known not for individual breakthroughs such as the invention of
humanism, the emergence of the sciences, the secularization and modernization of
the world, but instead with the conjoined structure of these historical movements.
Latour writes:

The essential point of the modern constitution is that it rendets the work of me-

diation that assembles hybtids invisible, unthinkable, unrepresentable. Doces this

lack of representation Jimit the work of mediation in anyway? No, for the mod-

crn world would immediately cease to fanction. Like all other collectives it lives

on that blending. On the contrary {and here the beauty of the mechanism

comes to light), the modern consisusion allows vhe epanded proliferasion of the
hybrids whose existence, whose very possibility, it denies

Latour’s formulation explains the way in which modern culture produces hybrids
while at the same time attempting to elide ot crase the representation ot signs of hy-
bridity. I want to suggest that Latour’s formulation might alsa give us farther insight
into empite’s panicked response to the hybrids it continuously produces. Empire’s in-
stitutions, such as colonial pedagogy; are in no small part responsible far the prolifera-
tion of hybrid identities, but it is in colanialism’s very nature to delineate clearly be-
tween the West and the rest. Its terms do not allow for the in-between status of
hybtidity. The wotk of hybrid cultural producers such as Fung might thus be unde:-
stood as a making visible of the mediations that attempt to render hybridity invisible
and unthinkable: in both My Moshers Place and Chinese Characters (1986), Fung
works to make hybridity and its process comprehensible and visible.

Fredric Jameson has contended that “The visual is essentially pornographic,
which is to say it has its end in rapt, mindless fascination.”> But some visuals are
more potnographic than others. The epistemological affinity of ethnography and
potnography has been explained in Bill Nichols, Christian Hansen, and Catherine
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Needham’s “Ethnography; Pornography and the Discourses of Power,” which maps
various ways in which the two regimes of ethnography and pornography share a sim-
ilar discourse of dominance.$ Both discourses are teleologically cognate insofar as
they both strive for the achievement of epistemological utopias where the “Other”
and knowledge of the “Other” can be mastered and contained Ethnotopia can be
characterized as a world of limitless obscrvation, where “we know them,” whereas
pornotopia is a world where “we have them,” “a world of lust unlimited.”” Ar the end
of that essay, the writers are unable to imagine a new symbolic regime or practice
where these genres can be reformulated differently; in ways that actively attempt to
avoid the imperialist or exploitative vicissitudes of these cinematic genres. My project
here is to explicate the ways in which Richard Fung'swork invites the viewer to push
this imagining further. Fung challenges the formal protocols of such genres through
the repetition and radical reinterpretation of such stock characters as the “native in-
formant”® and the racialized body in pora. I will consider two of Fung’s videos, My
Mother's Place and Chinese Characsers. The former traces the Fung family’s migratory
history in the Asian diaspora through a series of interviews with Rim Fung, the
artist’s mothes; the latter considers the role of the eroticized Asian Other in the dis-
course of gay male pornography.

A consideration of the performativity of Fung’s production sheds valuable light
on his project. Reiteration and citation are the most easily identifiable characteristics
of this mode of performativity. I will suggest that by its use of such strategies as
voice-over monologues, found familial objects such as home-movie footage, and the
technique of video keying, Fung’s work deploys a practice of performativity that re-
peats and cites, with a difference, the generic fictions of the native Other in ethnogra-
phy and the Asian “bottom™ in fetishizing, North American, specialty porn. The de-
finition of “performative” that I am producing is not meant as an overarching one,
but as a working definition designed to deal with the specificity of Fung’s produc-
tions. This operative understanding of pecformativity is informed, to some degree, by
the work of Judith Butler. In Badies Thar Matter: On the Discursive Limirs of Sex,
Butler explains that if a performative succeeds, “that action echoes prior actions, and
accumulates the force of authority through the repetition or citation of a prior, au-
thoritative set of practices. What this means, then, is that a performative ‘works’ to
the extent that itdrawson and covers over the constitutive conventions by which it is
mobilized.™? In this quotation, Butler is answering a rhetorical question put forward
by Jaoques Derrida when he considers whether or not a performative would work ifit
did not “repeat a ‘coded’ or iterable utterance . . . if it were not identifiable in some
way as a ‘citation.””!l Butler, in her analysis, is in agreement with Derrida as she
understands a performative as working only if it taps into the force of its site of cita-
tion, the original that is being repeated, while it draws on and, in rime, covers the
conventions that it will ultimately undermine. Although Butler’s essay is concerned

» e

specifically with the performative charge of queerness, its ability to redo and chal-
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lenge the conventions of heterosexual normativity, it can also explicate the workings
of warious “minosity” identifications. Homi{ Bhabha defines the power of perfor-
mance in the postcolonial world as the “sign of the present,” the performativity of
discursive practice, the récis of the everyday, the tepetition of the empirical, the
ethics of self-enactment.”2 The reperition of the quotidian in Bhabha, like citation
and repetition in Butler, elucidates Fung'’s own ethics of self-enactment.

Fung’s performances work as “autoethnography,” inserting a subjective, petfor-
mative, often combative, “native [” into ethnographic flm’s detached discousse and
gay male pornography’s colonizing use of the Asian male body. I will be suggesting
that through acts like postcolonial mimicry and the emergence of a hybridized and
queetly reflexive performance practice, the social and symbolic economy that regu-
lates otherness can be offset.

The movement of personal histories into a public sphere is typical of auto-
ethnography. Frangoise Lionnet describes the way in which autoethnography func-
tions in wiitten cultural production as a “skepticism about wtiting the self, the auto-
biography, tuming it into the allegoty of the ethnogtaphic project that self-consciously
moves flom the genetal to the particular to the general”!? These movements from
general to specific, and various shades in between, punctuate Fung's work. Lionnet,
in het study of folk anthropologist and novelist Zora Neale Hurston, conceives of
autoethnographyas a mode of cultural performance. She explains that autoethnogra-
phy is a “text/petformance” and “transcends pedestzian notions of refetentiality, for
the staging of the event is pait of the process of ‘passing on,” elaborating cultural
forms, which ate not static and inviolable but dynamically involved in the cteation of
culture itself.”14 The creation of cultute in this style of performance is always alteady
braided to the production of self in autoethnogtaphy insofar as cukure itself is the
field in which this “figural anthtopology” of the self comes to pass.'S Mary Louise
Pratt also employed the term auzverbnography in her study of travel writing on the
imperial frontier. In this study, Pratt lucidly outlines the differences between ethnog-
raphy and autoethnography:

T use these terms (ausoetmographyand autoethnographic expression] to refer to in-

stances in which colonized subjects undertake to represent themselves in ways

which engage with the colonizer’s own terms. If ethnographic texts are a means

in which Eutopeans represent to themselves their (wually subjugated) others,

autoethnographic texts are those the others construct in response to ot in dia-

logue with those metropolitan representations.§

Conventional video and documentary style can, in the case of Fungand in the light
of Prart’s definition, be understood as the “colonizer’s terms” that ate being used to
address the metropolitan form. But in Fung’s case these terms wotk to address more
than just the metropolitan form and the colonizer. The terms are also meant to speak
to the colonized in a voice that is doubly authotized, by both the mettopolitan form
and subaltern speech. I am not proposing an explanation where form and content ate
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disentangled; more accurately, I mean to ifaply thatthe metropolitan farm is inflect-
ed by the power of subaltern speech, and the same is equally true in reverse. Fung’s
cultura] work elucidares a certain imbrication—that the metropolitan form needs the
colonial “other” to function. Autoethnography is a strategy that secks to distupt the
hierarchical economy of colonial images and representations by making visible the
presence of subaltern energies ‘and urgencics #7 metropolitan culture. Autoethnog-
raphy worries easy binarisnis such as colonized and the colonizer or subaltern and
metropolitan by presenting subaltern speech through the channels and pathways of
metropolitan representational systems.

Lionnet’s and Pratt’s theorizations are usefusl tools in understanding the tradition
of autobiographical film that has flourished in North America since 1968.7 The
practice of combining evidentiary sound/image cinema with natratives of personal
history has been especially prevalent in video documentary praduction since the ad-
vent of widespread ind ependent video production in the Jate 1960s. Video technolo-
gy provided disenfranchised sectors of the public sphere with inexpensive and mobile
means to produce alternative media. Video documentary practices were adopted by
many different minority communities that might be understood as counterpublics.
Native Americans, African-Americans, Asians, Latina/os, feminists, gay men, and les-
bians all made considerable contributions to the field of documentary video. In the
19805, AIDS/HIV activist groups such as ACT-UP made use of this technology and
the practices of documentary in politically adroit ways, '8

We might consider this modality as an intensification of what Jim Lane has
called the “personal as political trend” in post-1960s autobiographical film:1® Lane
registers a diminishing production of overtly political cinema in the face of what he
understands as the more privatized identity politics of the 1970s and 1980s. Such a
dichatomy would be of little use when considering trends in video production, a
medium that has always found political relevance precisely in the politics of identity
and diff erent minority communities.

This strain of autobiographicsl documentary is best illustrated in recent work by
numerous queer video artists. Fung's' practice shares an autcethnographic impulse
with the work of Sadie Benning and the late Maclon Riggs, to. identify only two ex-
amples from a larger field. Rigps excavated an African-American gay male image that
has been elided in the hiswry of both black communities and queer communities.?®
Benning’s confessional experimental videos produce an interesting ethnography of
white queer youth culture.2! In both these cxamples, the artistsinhabit their videos as
subjects wha articulate their cultural location through their own subcultural perfor-
mances as others: poetic teen angst monologues in the case of Benning, and, from
Rigps, vibrant snap divavirtuosity that includes, but is not limited to, dance, music,
and monologues.

The queer trend that I am identifying is in many waysan effort to reclaim the
past and put it in direct relationship with the present. Autoethnography is not inter-
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My Mother's Ploce (1991). Courtesy of Richard Fung.

ested in searching for some lost and essential expetience, because it understands the
relationship that subjects have with their own pasts as complicated yet necessary fic-
tions. Stuart Hall provides a formulation thataddresses this complicated relationship
between one’s identity and one’s past:

Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialized past, they [identities] are
subject to the continuous play of history; culture and power. Far fiom being
grounded in a mere “recovery” of the past, which is waiting to be found and
which, when found, will secure our sense of ourselves into eternity, identities are
the names we give to the different ways in which we are positioned by, and posi-
tion ourselves within, narratives of the past.®?

A subject is not locating her or his essential history by researching a racial or cultural
past; what is to be located is in fact just one more identity bit that constitutes the
mauix that is hybridity. This relationship between a past and a present identity is ar-
ticulated through a voice-over near the end of My Mothers Place, whenFung explains
that his mother “connects me to a past I would have no other way of knowing. And
in this sea of whiteness, of friends, enemies and strangers, I look at her and know
who I am.” The past that Rita makes available to Richard is not an essentialized racial
past, but instead a necessary fiction of the past that grounds the video artist in the
present.
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Fung’s relationship with and love for bis mother are at the center of My Mother}
Place. The video paints an endearing portrait of Rita Fung as a woman who came of
age during colonialism and took her identifications with the colonial paradigm with
her to the moment of decolonization. It is shot in Canada and Trinidad and is com-
posed of a series of “interviews” and recollections thatform a decidedly personal reg-
ister. This video portrait of his mother is a queer son’s attempt to reconstruct and
better understand his identity formation through equally powerfil identifications,
counteridentifications, and disidentifications with bis mother and her own unique
reladonship w the signs of colonization. The tape relies on its documentary subject’s
ability to tell her own story in a witty and captivating fashion.

The opening of My Motzher’s Place includes a section subtitled “Reading Instruc-
tions.” This depicts a sequence of women, mostly academics and activists, mostly
women of color, sitting in a chair in front of a black background on which photo-
graphs of diff erent women's faces are projected. After the women pronounce on vari-
ous critical issues including imperialism, gender, political action, and exile, the screen
is filled with captions that loosely define the cluster of talking heads on the screen.
The descriptions include: teacher, writer, sociologist, arts administrator, feminist,
poet, Jamaican, English, Indian, friends. The visual text is accompanied by Fung’s
voice-over saying “these women have never met my mother.” This “not lining up” of
sound and image is not meant to undermine any of the women’s interviews. More
nearly it speaks to the ways in which identification with neither bis mother nor his
academic friends and colleagues suffices. This moment where things do notline up is
a moment of reflexivity that is informed by and through the process of queerness
and hybridity. It is a moment where hybridity is not a fixed positionality but a sur-
vival strategy that is essential for both queers and postcolonial subjects who are sub-
ject to the violence that institutional strucrures reproduce.

This skepticism and ambivalence that Lionnet identifies as being characteristic of
autoethnography can be located throughout Fung’s project. Fung employs various
tactics to complicate and undermine his own discourse. During a sequence toward
the middle of the video, the artist once again employs home-movie footage. The
8mm home video instantly achieves a texture reminiscent of childhood. In viewing
the section from the tape, the spectator becomes aware of the ways in which the
videographer supplies contradictory information on three different levels: the visual
image, the voice-over, and the written text that appears on the screen. The visual
image shows a young Rita Fung strolling the garden in her 1950sstyle Good
Housekeeping dress and red pillbox hat. She does not look directly at the camera. Her
stride is calm and relaxed. There is a cut and Rita Fung reappears, her back to the
camera as she walks off, holding the hand of a little boy. The little boy is wearing a
whire burton-down axford and black slacks. He holds on tightly to his mother’s
hand. The next cut shows both mother and son smiling and walking toward the
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My Mother's Place (1 991 ). Courtesy of Richard Fung.

cameta. This is the first view the specrator has of the. narraror. The voice-aver scene
marches the image by natraring a family hiscory:

It's Sunday after Mass. Dressed in satin, she looks like the woman in che Good
Howsekee ping magazine that astives from the Srares. During che week she is off
to wozk while [ go to school. She wears a pencil behind her right car and her
desk is near the Coke machine When she is not ar the shop she is washing
clothes, cooking, sitting on a box in the garden, currersin hand, weeding, In the
evening she is making poppy sauce or making cookies to sell. We dropped six
cockies ar a time in a plastic bag while we warched Gunsmoke on TV. When [
bring home forms from school she puts “housewife” down as occupation. The
women in Good Housekeeping are housewives. In the afternoon they wair ar
home to serve cookies and milk to their children. Mom was never home when [
gor home fram school.

When this segment of narration concludes, the flickering sound of home projector
fades and is replaced by the film's nondiegeric score. Text appears ovet the image of
young Richard and Rira Fung, Irreads: “These pictures show more abour my family’s
desire than how we actually lived.” The voice-over narrarion then continues: “But in
allthe family picuures this is the only shot that shows whac [ remember.” The image
thar follows this statement is of a young Richard wearing shorts and a T-shirr, srill
holding on ro hismorher’shand as they borh dance. A new title is superimposed over
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the image and this text respands to the last bit of natration by explaining: “We're
doing the twist.” The next image shaws an uncoordinated lirde Richard dancingand
jumping barefaat in his backysrd He lacks directly ar the camera and sticks his
tongue out. His manner is wild and effeminate. The narrator then intraduces the last
installment of text in this segment by saying: “And me, well, you can see fram these
pictures that I was just an ordinary bay doing ordinary bay things” The screen is
then ance again covered with text, The story superimposed avesthe image is ane that
is familiar w many children wha showed crass-dressing tendencies in eatly child-
haod: “One day Mom caught me in ane of her dresses and threatened to put me out
in the street. . . . I was scared but it didn’c stap me” When Fung betrays the visual
image as a tarally imaginary ideal that was mare abour his parents’ fantasy life than
about what really happened, he is disavawing the calanial fantasy of assimilation that
bis family’s home mavies articulated. In this scene, and throughout My Mozhers
Place, the“Queen’s English” is spaken by a mimic man, a subject wha has interpalat-
ed the mark of colanial pawer inta his discourse but through repetition is able to dis-
articulate these tradirional discourses of autharity: The term cained by Bhabha ta de-
scribe the condition of the calonized subject, “nat quite/nat white,” aptly depicts the
avenall effect of the “all-American” home-mavie foarage. The statements disseminat-
ed through the visual text are directly connected with Fung’s then pratoqueer identi-
ty as an effeminate bay, the type of queer child whom Sedgwick describes as a subject
for whom meaning daes nat neatly line up. He was nat, as his voice-aver suggested,
“an ardinary boy doing ordinary bay things”; he was, in fact, a wanderfully swishy
little bay wha, amang ather things, liked ta dress in his mather’s Good Housekee pirg-
style dresses, liked the fictional mams on television wha baked caakies for their cbil-
dren. I would alsa suggest that we might understand the actual starytelling practice
of the film, the not lining up of image, sound, and text, as something thatis decided-
ly queer about Fung’s praduction. This not lining up of image and sound is a devia-
tion from tradidonal documentary, which is chiefly cancerned with sound and image
marching together as z taal of authorization. The not-lining-up strategy was em-
ployed in different ways in Fung’s earlier videatape Chinese Characters, achieving
similar disidentificatary effects. Alchough the twa tapes deal with vastly different sub-
jects, they nonetheless, on thelevel of pracess and practice, share significant strategi-
cal maneuvers that ance again aze indebted ta a predominantly queer wave in dacu-
mentaty production.

Transfiguring the Pornographic

The reassertions of agency that Fung displays in My Morhers Place, the way in which
he asserts the natives’ autharity in the ethnographic praject, are nat entirely diff erent
from thase that are achieved in Chinese Characters. This videatape performs an inter-
vention in the field of mainstream pornography by adding an Asian muale presence
where it has routinely been exduded. This experimental dacumentary interviews gay
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Asian men about their relationships to pornography. The documentary subjects re-
flect on the way in which pornography helped mold them as desiring subjects. The
tape also includes a narrative sequence in which a young Asian man penetrates the
white gay male field of pornography by being video-keyed into an early porn loop.

The mainstzeam gay pornography that has dominated the market, produced by
Calif ornia-based companies such as Cawlina, Falcon, and Vivid Video, has con-
tributed to a somewhat standardized image of the porn performer. It is paradoxical
that the promise of pornotopia, the promise of lust unlimited, desire without restric-
tion, is performed by a model who generally conforms to a certain rigid set of physi-
cal and racial characteristics. This standardized porn model is a paler shade of white,
hairless, and he is usually young and muscled. He is the blueprint that is later visual-
ized infinitely at gay male identity hubs such as gyms and dance clubs. The main-
stream potn image, throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, continued to evolve
into an all-too-familiar clean-shaven Anglo twenty-something clone. Although the
pornography with which Fung interacts in his interventionist video performances is
not quite as homogenized as today’s pornography; the porn loops he riff's on still dis-
play the trace of this white normatve sex clone. The point here is not to moralize
about how such an image might be harmfil, for itis my belief that it is a futile pro-
ject to deliberate on the negativity or positivity of images within representational
fields.® Instead, it is far more useful to note the ways in which Fung transfigures
porn through his practices. His video production illwninates the normative logics of
porn productions by deploying, through an act of postcolonial mimicry; a disidentifi-
cation with a popularized ideal: the Asian gay male body: Fung's disidentification
with the generic and racially inflected protocols of porn opens up a space that breaks
down the coherence of white domination in the gay male erotic imaginary. This
disidentification accesses possibilities, through the unlikely vehicle of the orientalized
body, that are ultimately sex- and pornography-positive, but nonetheless rooted in a
struggle to free up the ethnocentric conceit that dominates the category of the erotic
in the pornographic imaginary. By “ethnocentric conceit” 1 mean the troubling
propensity of representing standardized white male beauty as a norm, and the ten-
dency in erotic representation to figure nonwhite men as exotic kink.

It is important to note here the powerful connection between gay male porn and
gay male culture. Richard Dyer, in an often-cited essay on gay male pomographic
production, has pointed out that gay male pornography is analogous to gay male sexu-
ality in more general terms.24 Understanding pornography as an analog to broader
aspects of gay male culture makes even more sense today, as pornography; during the
AIDS pandemic, is one of the few completely safe and sex-positive, identity-affirming
spaces/practices left to gay men. Fung's critique of porn, or the one that is being of-
fered here, should nor be understood as antipornographic; rather, by unveiling the
ethnocentric bias at work in the pornographic imaginary that is collectively produced
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by the porn industry, one can better understand thelarger problem of white norma-
tivity and racism within North American gay male culture.

In her essay “The She-Man: Postmodern Bi-Sexed Performance in Fim and
Video,” Chris Straayer described the process of this reenacting of bistorically denied
agency in Fung’s work. “Fung uses technology to intervene in conventiond position-
ing,” she explains. “First he video-keys himself into a pornographic film where he then
poses as the lure for a desiring ‘stud.”?% Straayer’s description is evocative of the way in
which theterrain of pormographybecomes a contactzone,?% one in which theideologi-
cal (visualized in Fung’s technological reinserton into the representational field) and
the epistemological (pomography’s need to carnally know the Other) collide.

The ideological effect is visible in a scene from Chinese Characrerswhere an actu-
al Chinese character is video-keyed into an exclusively white gay male potn film. The
Asian male body; after being keyed into the grainy scventies porn loop, proceeds to
take what seems like a leisurely stroll in an outdoor sex scene. The act of taking a
leisurely walk is designed to connote casual tourism. The rousistic pose taken here is
quite different from the usual options available to gay men of color in the pornogra-
phy industry: This performatively reappropriates the position of the white male sub-
ject who can touristically gaze at minority bodies in such tapes as Orienr Express
(1990), Latin fiom Manhastan (1992), ot Blackshaft (1993).27 The newly subjectivized
Other who has been walking through this scene then comes face to face with a char-
acter from this porn loop. The white male reaches out to the Asian male who, by the
particular genetic protacols of this vanilla porn subgenre, would be excluded from
that symbolic field. Donning a “traditional” dome-shaped Asian field-worker’s hat,
the Asian male subject plays with his own nipples as he then materializes in a Cali-
fornia poolside orgy. Such a performance of autoeroticism, within a symbolic field
such as the 1970s white male porn loop, realigns and disrupts the dominant stereo-
type insofar as it portrays the Asian male body not as the perpetually passive bottom
who depends on the white male top, but instead as a subject who can enjoy scopic
pleasure in white objects while at the same time producing his own pleasure.

Fung later, in a print essay, deals with the marginal genre of interracial pom, espe-
cially tapes featuring Asian men.?® In this essay; Fung explains that the Asian male
body in interracial videotapes is almost always cast as the passive bottom who depends
on the white male top to get off. T find it significant that this inquiry into interracial
porn fallows an initial engagement with porn's exclusionary and racially biased image
hierarchy (the critique that Chinese Characrers produces). Within the logic of pom, a
subfield such as racially integrated or exclusively nonwhite tapes is roughly equivalent
to other modalities of kink such as bondage, sadomasochism, shaving, and so on. The
point here is that, because of white normativity of the pornotopic field, race counts as
a different sexual practice (that is, doing sadomasochism, doing Asians). Thus, race,
like sadomasochism, is essentially a performance. An observation of Fung's practices
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reveals that the Asian men in his tapes essentially repeat orientalized performances
with a difference through the video insertions and interviews they perform in.the tape.

Chinese Characters narrates another cultural collision through different represen-
tational strategies. What seems like a traditional Chinese folkiale is first heard as the
camera lyrically surveys what appears to be a Chinese garden. When the visual image
abruptly cuts to a full body shot of an Asian man trying on different outfits, the
nondiegetic “traditional” Chinese music is replaced by a disco sound track that signi-
fies that one has entered a gay male subculture. For a brief period we continue to
hear the falktale with the disco sound track. When the folktale expires, we hear the
sound track of a porn trailer that announces the names of recognizable white porn
performersficons, such as Al Parker. The announcer’s voice produces a typical raunchy
rap that eventually fades as a techno disco beat rises in volume. The Asian man final-
lychooses his outfit and commences his cruise. The filaments of the artist’s hybridized
identity; in this brief sequence, are embodied in sound and performance. The gay
man’s body literally bridges these different sound messages: traditional Chinese music,
the heavy accent of a Chinese-American retelling what seems to be an ancient fable,
the voice of the white porn announcer as he describes the hot action, and the techno
beat that eventually emerges as the score for the gay man’s cruise. On the level of the
visual, the fact that the subject is dressing during the scene identifies it as a moment
of queer hybrid self-fashioning. Both the performances of drag and striprease are sig-
nified upon during this sequence. Rather than taking off his clothing, as in the tradi-
tional striptease, the process of reveding an “authentic” self, the Asian male about ©
commence his cruise continuously dresses and redresses, enacting a kind of counter-
striptease that does not fetishize a material body but instead mediates on the ways in
which, through costume and performance, one continuously makes self. Each outfit
that is tried on displays a different modality of being queer; all the ensembles depict
different positions on a gay male subcultural spectrum. All of it is disguise and the se-
quence itself works as a catalog of various queer modalities of self-presenation.

Of these different disguises, the orientalized body is one of the most importanc
Fung’s critique is not simply aimed at the exclusion of Asians from pornographic
video and, in curn, other aspects of a modern gay life-world. It is also, through a
mode of mimicry that I understand as disidentificatory, a challenge to the limited
and racist understandings of the gay male body in pornography. Oriencaliom is a
powerful critical term first coined by Edward Said in his influential study of that
name. Said described orientalism as “a style of thought that is based on an ontologi-
cal and epistemological division made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time)
‘the Occident.””? The totalizing implications of Said’s theory have been critiqued by
many scholars. Bhabha, in perhaps the most famous of these challenges to Said’s
analysis of orientalism, points to the ambivalence of power in colonial discourse, ar-
guing that Said’s narrative of orientalism posited all agency and power on the side of
the “Occident,” ignoring the ways in which the colonized might gain access to power
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MyMother's Place (1991). Coutesy ofRichardFung.

and enact self againstand within the colonial paradigm0 Lisa Lowehasmadea signif-
icant contzibution to the development of the theoretical discourse on orientalism by
further describing the phenomenon with a special attention to its nuanced workings:

I do not construct a master narrative or a singular. history of orientalism,
whether of influence or of comparison. Rather, [ argue for a conception of ori-
entalism as heterogeneous and contradictory; to this end I observe, on the one
hand, that orientalisms consist of uneven orienmlist situations across different
cultural and historical sites, and on the othes, that each of these orientalisms is
internally complexand unstable. My textual readings give particular attention to
those junctures at which narzatives of gendered, racial, national and class differ-
ences complicate and interrupt the narrative of orientalism, as well as to the
points at which orientalism is refunctioned and rearticulated against itself.3

Fung’s engagement with otientalism can be understood to operate in a2 way similar to
Lowes. Orientalism in Chinese Charaaers, like the signs of colonial power in My
Mozher’s Place, are refuncrioned by Fung’s disidentification with these cultural refer-
ents. Disidentification is the performative re-citation of the stereotypical Asian bot-
tom in porn, and the trappings of colonial culture. [n this instance, we have a useful
example of the way in which disidentification engages and recycles popular forms
with a difference. Fung’s stzategy of disidentification reappropriates an ambivalent
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yethighly charged set of images—those representing the queer Asianbod yin porn—
and remakes them in a fashion that explores and outlines the critical ambivalences
that make this image a vexing site of identification and desire for Asian gay men and
other spectators/consumers with antiracist political positions. The erotic is not de-
monized but instead used as a site for critical engagement. Documentary, in the case
of Fung’s production, is a reflexive practice inasmuch as it aims to rearticulate domi-
nant culture and documenta history of the other, an orientalized other that remakes
otherness as a strategy of enacting the self that is undermined and limited by orien-
talist and colonialist discourses.

Finding Fung

Specific scenes, postcolonial or decolonized spaces such as Fung’s Trinidad or the
Asian community in Toronto, enable these sorts of rearticulations by functioning as
contact zones, Jocations of hybridity that, because their location is liminal, allow for
newsdcial formations thatare notas easily available at the empire’s center.

The Caribbean basin is an appropriate setting for My Morhers Place in that it is
a “contact zone,” a space where the echoes of colonial encounters still reverberate in
the contemporary sound produced by the historically and culturally disjunctive sit-
uation of temporal and spatial copresence that is understood as the postcolonial
moment.

Pratt elaborates one of the most well developed theories of contact zones. For
Pratt, the “contact” component of contact zone is defined as a perspective: “A ‘con-
tact’ perspective emphasizes how subjects are constituted in and by their relations o
each other. It treats the relations among colonizers and colonized, or travelers and
‘travelees,” not in terms of separateness or apartheid, but in terms of copresence, inter-
action, interlocking understanding and practices, often within radically asymmetrical
relations of power.”32

For Pratt, a contact zone is both a location and a different path to thinking
about asymmetries of power and the workings of the colonizer/colonized mecha-
nism. Both videotapes I have analyzed in this chapter stage copresences that are es-
sentially instances of contact: the contact between a colonized queer boy (and his
mother) with the signs of empire 2nd imperialism like the queen, Good Housekeeping
magazine, and Gunsmoke in My Mothers Place, and, in the case of Chinese Characters,
the contact between the Asian male body in pornotopia and the whiteness of the
industry that either relegates him to the status of perpetual bottom or excludes him
altogether.

It would also be important to situate the artist’s own geography in this study of
contact zones. Fung’s Trinidad is considered a contact zone par excellence in part be-
causeitscolonial struggle has been well documented by postcolonial thinkers suchas
C. L. R. James who have written famous accounts of the island’s history of coloniza-
tion.®® Fung’s status as Asian in a primarily black and white colonial situation further
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contributes to Fung's postcolonial identity: An Asian in such a setting, like an Asian
inthealready subcultural field of (white-dominated) gay male culture, is atleast dou-
bly a minority and doubly fragmented from the vantage point of dominant culture.
Canada, on the other hand, has not received extensive consideration as a postcolonial
space A settler colony, Canada's status as not quite First World and not quite Second
World positions it as a somewhatambiguous postcolonial site. Canada, for example,
is an importer of U.S. pornography. It is, therefore, on the level of the erodc imagi-
nary, colonized by a U.S. erotic image hierarchy? The geographic location of Fung's
production is significant when considering the hybridicy of his representational
strategies. Fung’s place, in both Canada, Trinidad, gay male culture, documentary
practice, ethnography, pornography, the Caribbean and Asian diasporas, is not quite
fixed; thus, this work is uniquely concentrated on issues of place and displacement.

Furthermore, these zones are all productive spaces of hybridization where com-
plex and ambivalent Americar identities are produced. The process by which these
hybrid identity practices are manufactured is one that can be understood as syn-
cretism. Many Latin American and U.S. Latino critics have used the term not only
to explicate a complex system of cultural expressions, but also to describe the gener-
al character of the Caribbean. The Cuban theorist of postmodernism, Antonio
Benitez-Rojo, uses the term supersyncretiom, which for him arises from the collision
of European, African, and Asian components within the plantation. For Benitez-
Rojo, the phenomenon of supersyncretism is at its most visible when one considers
performance:

IfT were to have to putit in aword I would say performance. But performance

not only in terms of scenic interpretation but also in terms of the execution of a

ritual, That is the “cerrain way” in which two Negro women who conjured away

the apocalypse were walking, In this “certain kind of way” there is expressed the

mystic or magical Gf you like) loam of civilizations that contributed to the for-

mation of Caribbean culture?®

Benitez-Rojo’s description is disturbing insofar as it reproduces its own form of ori-
entalism by fetishizing the conjuring culture of Cuban Santeria and its mostly black
and often female practitioners in a passing lyricd mention. There is, nonetheless, a
useful refunctioning of this formulation. Instead of Benftez-Rojo’s example, consider
the acts that Fung narrates: the way in which a protoqueer Chinese Trinidadian boy
with a sock on his hand mimics the queen’s wave, a gesture that is quite literally the
hailing call of empire. Fung's videos are especially significant in that through such
acts and performances they index, reflect on, and are reflexive of some of the most
energized topics and debates conftonting various discourses, such as cultural studies,
anthropology, queer theory, and performance studies. In the end, white sock
sheathed over his hybrid’s hand like a magical prophylactic, protecting him from the
disciplinary effect of colonial power, the queer gesture of Fung’s wave deconstructs
and ruptures the white mythologies of ethnotopia and pornotopia.?



Chapter 4

“The White to Be Angry”:
Vaginal Creme Davis's Terrorist Drag

The year 1980 saw the debut of one of the LA, punk scene’s most critically ac-
claimed albums, the band X’s Los Angeles. X was fronted by John Doe and Exene
Cervenka, who were described by one writer as “poetry workshop types,”l who had
recently migrated to Los Angeles from the East Coast. They used the occasion of
their first album to describe the effect that city had on its white denizens. The
album’s title track, “Los Angeles,” narrates the story of a white female protagonist
who had to leave Los Angeles because she started to hate “every nigger and Jew, every
Mexican who gave her a lot of shit, every homosexual and the idle rich.” Today, the
song reads for me like a faidy standard tale of white flight from the multiethnic me-
tropolis. Yer, I would be kidding myself if I pretended to have had access to such a
reading backthen, for I had no contexts or reading skills for any such interpretation.

When I contemplate these lyrics today, I am left with a disturbed feeling. When I
was a teenager growing up in South Florida, X occupied the hallowed position of fa-
vorire band. When I attempt to situate my relation to this song and my own develop-
mental history, I remember what X meant to me back then. Within the hermetic
Cuban-American community I came of age in, punk rock was not yet the almost rou-
tine route of individuation and resistance that it is today. Back then it was the only
avant-garde that I knew; it was the only aileural critique of normative aesthetics avail-
able to me. Yer, there was a way in which I was able to escape the song’s interpellating
call. Although queerness was already a powerful polarity in my life and the hissing
pronunciation of “Mexican” that the song produced felt very much like the epichet
“spic” that I had a great deal of experience with, I somehow found a way to resist
these idencifications. The luxury of hindsight lets me understand that I needed X and
the possibility of subculture they promised at that moment to withstand the identicy-
eroding effects of normativity. I was thus able to enact a certain mistecognition that
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let me imagine myself as something other than queer or racialized. But such a mis-
recognition takes a certain toll. The toll is one thatsubjectswho attempt to identify
with and assimilate to dominant ideologies pay every day of their lives. The price of
the ticket is this: to find self within the dominant public sphere, we need to deny self.
The contradictory subjectivity one is left with is not just the fragmentary subjectivity
of some unspecified postmodern condition; it is instead the story of the minoritarian
subject within the majoritarian public sphere. Fortunately, this story does not end at
this difficult point, this juncture of painful contradiction. Sometimes misrecognition
can be sacrical. Identification itself can also be manipulated and worked in ways that
promise narratives of self that surpass the limits prescribed by the dominant culture.

In this chapter, [ willdiscuss the cultural work of an artist who came of age with-
in the very same L.A. punk scene that produced X. The L.A. punk sceneworkedvery
hard to whitewash and straighten its image. Although many people of calor and
queers were part of this cultural movement, they often remained closeted in the
scene’s early days. The artist whose work I will be discussing came of age in that scene
and managed to resist its whitewashing and heteronormative protocols.

The work of drag superstar Vaginal Creme Davis, or, as she sometimes prefers 1o
be called, Dr. Davis, spans several cultural production genres. It also appropriates,
terroristically, both dominant culture and different subcultural movements. Davis
first rose to prominence in the Los Angeles punk scene through her infamous “zine
Feriile La Toyah Jacksor and her performances at punk shows with her Supremes-like
baclup singers, the Afro Sisters. Fertzle La Toyah Jacksor's first incarnation was as a
print 'zine that presented scandalous celebrity gossip. The ‘zine was reminiscent of
Hollywood Babylon, Kenneth Anger’s two-volume tellall history of the movie indus-
try and the star system’s degeneracy. The hand-stapled 'zine eventually evolved into a
video magazine. At the same time, as the ‘zine became a global subcultura) happen-
ing, Davis's performances in and around the L.A. punk scene, with the Afro Sisters
and solo, became semilegendary. She went on to translate her performance madness
to video, starring in various productions that include Doz (1994), her tribute to
Dorothy Parker’s acerbic wit and alcoholism, VeoDoo Williamson—T he Dotia of
Dance (1995), her celebration of modern dance and its doyennes, and Designy Living
(1995), a tribute to Nogl Coward’s Design fir Living and Jean-Luc Godard’s Mascudin
et feminin,

According to Davis’s own self-gencrated legend, her existence is the result of an
illicit encounter between her then forty-five-year-old African- American mother and
her father, who was, at the time, a twenty-one-year-old Mexican-American. Davis
has often reported that her parents only met once, when she was conceived under a
table during a Ray Charles concert at the Hollywood Palladium in the early 1960s.

Although the work with the Afio Sisters and much of her 'zine work deals with
issues of blackness, she explores her Chicana heritage with one of her musical groups,
iCholital—a band that is billed as the female Menudo. This band consists of both
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men and women in teenage Chicana dragwho sing Latin American bubblegum pop
songs with titles like “Chims de hoy” (Gitls of today). {Cholita! and Davis's other
bands all produce socially interrogative performances that complicate any easy under-
standing of race or ethnicity within the social matrix Performance is used by these
theatrical musical groups to, borrowing a phrase from George Lipsitz, “reheatse iden-
tities"? that have been rendered toxic within the dominznt public sphere but are,
through Davis’s fantastic and farcical performance, restructured (yet not cleansed) so
that they present newly imagined notions of the self and the social. This chapter fo-
cuses on the performance work done through Th White to Be Angry a live show and
a CD produced by one of Davis’s other subculturally acclaimed musical groups,
Pedto, Muriel, and Esther, (Often referred to as PME, the band is named after a cross
section of people that Davis met when waiting for the bus. Pedro was a young Latino
who worked at a fast-food chain and Muriel and Esther were two senior citizens.)
This chapter’s first section will consider both the compact disc and the live perfor-
mance, The next section interrogates questions of “passing,” and its spedific relation
to what I am calling the cultural politics of disidensification. I will pursue this thread,
“passing,” in relation to both mainstream drag and a queerer modality of perfor-
mance that I call Davis's “terrorist drag.” The final section considers Davis's relation
to the discourse of “anrigay”

Who's That Girl?
Disidentification is a petformative mode of tactical recognition that various minori-
tarian subjects employ in an effort to resist the oppressive and normalizing discourse
of dominant ideology. Disidentification resists the interpellating call of ideology that
fixes a subject within the state power apparatus. It is a reformatting of self within the
social. It is a third term that resists the binary of identification and counteridentifica-
tion. Counteridentification often, through the very routinized workings of its de-
nouncement of dominant discourse, reinstates that same discourse. In an interview
in the magazine aRude, Davis offets one of the most lucid explications of a modality
of performance that I call disidentificatory. Davis responds to the question “How did
you acquite the name Vaginal Davis?" witha particulatly elucidating rant

It ame from Angela Davis—I named myself as a salute to.her because I was

redlly into the whole late '60's and early '70’s militant Black era. When you core

home from the inner city and you're Black you go through a stage when you tty

to fit the dominant culture, you kinda want to be white at first—it would be

casler if you were white. Everything that's negrified or Black—you don’t want

to be associated withthat, That's what I call the snow period—1 just felt like if

I had some cheap white boyfriend, mylif e could be perf ectand 1 could be some

treasured thing, I could feel myself projected through some white person, and

have all the privileges that white people get—validation through association

The “snow period” Davis describes corresponds to the assimilationist option that
minoritarian subjects often choose. Although' sanctioned and encouraged by the



98  “THE WHITE TO BE ANGRY"

p Lt At AR 5 e % ol 1
Yaginal Davis as a lovelorn dominatrix Photo by Rick Castro.

dominant cultute, the “snow petiod” is not a viable option for people of color. More
often than not, for the person of colot, snow melts in the hands of the subject who
attempts to acquite privilege through associations (be they erotic, emotional, or
both) with whites. Davis goes on to desctibe het next phase.

Then there was a conscious shift, being that I was the ficst one in my family to
go to college—1I got militant. That's when [ started reading about Angela and
the Panthers, and that’s when Vaginal emezged as a filtering of Angela through
humor. That led to my carly 1980’s a capella performance entity, Vaginal Davis
and the Afro Sisters (who were wo white girls with Afro wigs). We did a show
called “we'te taking over” where we portrayed the Sexualese Liberation Front
which decides to kidnap all the heads of white corpotate America so we could
put big black dildos up their lily white buttholes and hold them for ransom. It
really freaked out a lot of the middle-dass post-punle crowd—they didn’t get
the campy element of it but I dido’t really catet

Thus the punlc-tock drag diva elucidates a stage or temporal space where the person
of color’s consciousness turns to her or his community afrer an immezsion in white
culture and education. The ultramilitant phase that Davis describes is typically a
powerful counteridentification with the dominant cultute. At the same time, though,
Davis’s queer sexuality, her queerness and effeminacy, kept her from fully accessing
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Black Power militancy. Unable to pass as heterosexual biack militant through simple
counteridenrification, Vaginal Davis instead disidentified with Black Power by select-
ing Angela and ror the Panthers as a site of self-fashioning and’ political formation.
Davis's deployment of disidentification demonstrates that it s, to employ Kimberele
William Crenshaw's term, an inrersectional strategy Intersectionality insists on criti-
cal hermeneutics that register the copresence of sexuality, race, class, gender, and
other identity differentials as particular components that exist simultaneously with
one another. Vintage Black Power discourse contained many homophobic and mas-
culinist elements that were toxic to queer and feminist subjects. Davis used parody
and pastiche to remake Black Power, opening it up via disidentification to a self that
is simultaneously black and queer. (With her group jCholita) she performs a similar
disidentification with Latina/o popular culture. As Graciela Grejalva, she is not an
oversexed songstress, but instead a teenage Latina singing sappy bubblegum pop.)

Davis productively extends her disidentificatory strategy to her engagement with
the performative practice of drag. With the advent of the mass commercialization of
drag evident in suburban multiplexes that program such filmsas 7o Wang Foo, Thanks
for Everything! Julie Newmar and The Bird Cage, or VH-1's broadcasts of RuPaul's
talk show, it seems especially important at this point to distinguish different modali-
ties of drag, Commercial drag presents a sanitized and desexualized queer subject for
mass consumption. Such drag represents a certain strand of integrationist liberal
pluralism. The sanitized queen is meant to be enjoyed as an enterrainer who will
hopefully lead to social understanding and tolerance. Unfortunately, this boom in
filmic and televisual drag has had no impact on hate legislation put forth by the New
Right or on homophobic violence on the nation's streets Indeed, this “boom” in drag
heips one understand that a liberal-pluralist mode of political strategizing only even-
tuates a certain absorption and nothing like a productive engagement with differ-
ence. Thus, although RuPaul, for example, hosts a ulk show on VH-1, one only
need click the remote control and hear about new defenses of marriage legislation
that “protect” the family by outlawing gay marriage. Indeed, the erosion of gay civil
nghts is simultaneous with the 'advent of higher degrees of queer visibility in.the
mainstream media.

But while corporate-sponsored drag has to some degree become incorporated
within the dominant culture, there is also a queerer modality of drag that is per-
formed by queer-identified drag artists in spaces of queer consum ption. Félix Guattan,
in a discussion of the theatrical group the Mirabelles, explains the potential political
power of drag;

The Mirabelles are experimenting with a new type of militant theater, a theater

separate from an explanatory language and long tirades of good intentions, for

example, on gay liberation. They resort to drag, song, mime, dance, etc,, noc as

different ways of illustrating a theme, to “change the ideas” of spectators, but in
order to trouble them, to stir up uncerain desire-zones that they always more or
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less refuse to explore. The question is no longer to know whether one will play
feminine against masculine or the reverse, but to make bodies, all bodies, break

away from the representations and restraints on the “socisl body.”s

Guacrari’s take on the Mirabelles, specifically his appraisal of the political perfor-
mance of drag, assists in the project of further evaluating the effects of queer drag. I
do not simply want to assign one set of drag strategies and practices the title of “bad”
dreg and the other “good.” But I do wish to emphasize the ways in which Davis’s ter-
roristic drag “stirs up desires” and enables subjects to imagine a way of “break{ing]
awayfrom the restraint of the ‘social body;” while sanitized corporate dragand even
traditional gay dtag are unable to achieve such effects. Davis’s political drag is about
creating an uneasiness, an uneasiness in desire, which works to confound and subvert
the social fabric. The “social body” that Guattari discusses is amazingly elastic and it is
able to accommodate scripts on gay liberation. Drag like Davis’s, however, is not easi-
ly enfolded in that social fabric because of the complexity of its intersectional nature.

There is a great diversity. within drag performance. Julian Fleisher's The Drag
Queens o f New York: An Illustrated Field Guide to Drag, surveys underground drag
and differentiates two dominant styles of drag, “glamour” and “clown.”” New York
drag queens such as Candis Cayne or Girlina, whose drag is relatively “real,” rate
high on the glamour meter! Other queens, such as Varla Jean Merman (who bills
herself as the love child of Ethe] Merman and Ernest Borgnine) and Miss Under-
stood, are representative of the over-the-top parody style of drag known as “clown.”
Many famous queens, such as Wigstock impresario and mad genius The “Lady”
Bunny, appear squarely in the middle of Fleisher’s scale.’ On first glance, Vaginal,
who is in no way invoking glamour or “realness,” and most certainly does not pas (in
a direct sense of the word), seems to be on the side of clown drag. I want to compli-
cate this system of evaluation and attempt a more nuanced appraisal of Vaginal
Davis's style.

Vaginal Davis’s drag, while comic and even hilarious, should not be dismissed as
just clowning around. Her uses of humor and parody function as disidentificatory
strategies whose effect on the dominant public sphere is that of a counterpublic ter-
rorism. At the center of all of Davis's cultural productions is a radical impulse toward
cultural critique. It is a critique that, according to the artist, has often escaped two
groups who compose some of drag’s most avid supporters: academics and other drag
queens.

I was parodying a ot of different things. But it wasn't an jntellectual type of

thing—it was innate, A lot of academics and intellectuals dismissed it because it

wasn't smart enough—it was too homey, a little too country. And gay drag
queens hated me. They didn’t understand it. I wasn't really trying to alter my-

self to look like a real woman. I didn’t wear false eyehshes or fake breasts. It

wasn’t aboutthe realness of traditional drag—the ped ect lawless makeup. I just

puton a lictle lipstick, a littleeye shadow and a wig and went out there.1?
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It is the “innateness,” the “homeyness,” and the “countryness” of Davis’s style that
draws this particular academic to the artist’s wotk. I understand these characteristics
as components of the artist’s guerrilla style, a style that functions as a ground-level
cultural terrorism that fiercely skewers both straight culture and reactionary compo-
nents of gay culture. I would also like to link these key words, innazeness, homeyness,
and countryness that Vaginal calls on with a2 key word from the wotk of Antonio
Gramsci that seems to be 2 partial cognate of these other terms: organic.

Gramsci attempted to both demystify the tole of the intellectual and reassert the
significance of the intellectual’s role to a social movement. He explained that “Every
social group, coming into existence on the original tetrain of an essential funaion,
creates together with itself, organically, one or more strata ofintellectuals which give
it homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the economic but
dlso in the social and political fields. "1! Davis certainly worked to bolster and cohere
the LA. punk scene, giving it 2 more significant “homogeneity” and “awareness.”2
At the same time, her wotk constituted a critique of that community’s whiteness. In
this way, it participated in Gramsci’s project of extending the scope of Marxdst analy-
sis to look beyond class as the ultimate social division and consider blocs. Blocs are, in
the words of John Fiske, “alliance]s) of social forces formed to promote common so-
cial interésts as they can be brought together in particular bistorical conditions.”
The Gramscian notion of bloc formation emphasizes the centrality of class relations
in any critical analysis, while not diminishing the importance of other cultural strug-
gles. In the life-world of mostly straight white punks, Davis had, as a black gay man,
a strongly disidentificatory role within thatcommunity. I suggest that her disidentifi-
cations with social blocs are productive interventions in which politics are destabilized,
permitting her to come into the role of “organic intellectual.” Vaginal Davis did and
did not belong to the scene but nonetheless did forge a place for herself thatis not 4
place, butinstead the still important pesizion of intellectual.

A reading of one of Davis’s spin-off projects, a CD and live show by her hard-core/
speed metal band Pedro, Muriel, and Esther, The White to Be Angry will ground this
consideration of Vaginal Davis as organic intellectual. Although I focus on this one
aspect of her ceuvre, it should nonetheless be noted that my claim for her as organic
intellectual has 2 great deal to do with the wide variety of public performances and
discourses she employs. Davis disseminates her cultural critique through multiple
channels of publicity: independent video, “zines, public-access programming, perfor-
mance art, anthologized short fiction, bar drag, the weekdly L.A. punk-rock club
Sucker, for which she is a hostess and impresario, and three different bands (the
aforementioned PME and {Cholita! as well as the semimytbical Black Fag, a group
that parodies the famous North American punk band Black Flag). In the PME pro-
ject, she employs a modality of drag that is neither glamorous nor strictly comedic.
Her drag is a terroristic send-up of masculinity and whbite supremacy. Its focus and
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pitch are political parody and critique, anchored in her very particular homey/organic

style and humor.

The White fo Be Angry and “Passing”

It is about 1:30 in the morning atSqueezebox, a modish queercore night ata bat in
lower Manhattan. It was a warm June evening. PME’s show was supposed to start at
midnight. I noticed the band’s easily identifiable lead singer rush in at about 12:30,
so I had no illusion that the show was going to begin before 1:00 A.M. I have whiled
away the time by watching thin and pale go-go boys and girls dancing on the bars.
The boys are not the beefy pumped-up white and Latino muscle boys of Chelsea.
This, after all, is way downtown, where queer style is decidedly different from the
ultramasculine muscle drag of Chelsea. Still, the crowd here is extremely white and
Vaginal Davis’s black six-foot-six-inch frame towers over the sea of white post-punk
clubgoers.

Before I know it Miss Guy, a drag performer who exudes the visual style of the
“white trash” southern California punk waif, stops spinning her classic eighties retro-
rock, punk, and new-wave discs. Then the Mistress Formika, the suiking leather-
clad Latina drag queen and hostess of the club, announces the band. I am positioned
in the front row, to the left of the stage. I watch a figure whom I identify as Davis
rush by me and mount the stage.

At this point, a clarification is necessary: Vaginal is the central performance per-
sona of the artist I am discussing, but she is certainly not the only one She is also the
Most High Rev'rend Saint Salicia Tate, an evangelical churchwoman who preaches
“Fornication, no! Theocracy, yes!”; Buster Butone, one of her boy drag numbers,
who is a bit of a gangsta and womanizer; and Kayle Hilliard, a professional pseudo-
nym that the artist employed when she worked as an administrator at UCLA.13
Thesearejusta few of theartist’s identities (I have yet to catalogthem all).

The identity I willsee tonight is a new one for me. Davis is once again in boy
drag, standing on stage in military fatigues, including camouflage pants, jacket,
T-shirt, and hat. The look is capped off by a long gray beard, reminiscent of the
beard warn by the 1980s Texas socker band ZZ Top. Clarence introduces himself.
During the monologue we hear Vaginal’s high-pitched voice explain how she finds
white supremacist militiamen w be “really hot,” so hot that she herselfhas had a race
and gender reassignment and is now Clarence. Clarence is the artist’s own object of
affection. Her voice drops as she inhabits the site of her object of desire and identifi-
cations. She imitates and becomes the object of her desire. The ambivalent circuits of
cross-racial desire are thematized and contained in one body. This particular stac-
crossed coupling, black queen and white supremacist, might suggest masochism on
the part of the person of color, yet such a reading would be too facile Instead, the
wotk done by this performance of illicit desite for the “bad” object, the toxic force,
should be considered as an actdve disidentification with strictures against cross-racial
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desire in communities of color and the specters of miscegenation that haunt white
sexuality. The parodic performance works on Freudian distinctions between desire
and identification; the “to be or to have” binary is quecred and disrupted.

When the performer’s voice drops and thickens, it is clear that Clarence now has
the milce. He congratulates himself on his own woodsy militiaman masculinity,
boasting about how great it fecls to be white, male, and straighe He launches into
his first number, a cut off the CD, “Sawed-Off Shotgun.” The song is Clarence’s
theme:

Idon’t need a 'zooka
OraMs.38

I feel saf erinNew York
Than I do in L.A.

You keep your flamethrower
My shotgun is pretrier

Sawed-off shotgun
Sawed-off
Shotgun

My shotgun is so warm it
Keeps mesafe in the city

I need it at the ATM

Or when I'm looking purdy
In its convenient carrying case
Graven, initialed on the face
Sawed-off shotgun

Sawed-off

Shotgun
Yeah . .. wow!

The singer adopts what is a typical butch hard-core stance while performing the
song. The microphone & pulled close to his face and he bellows into it This perfor-
mance of butch masculinity complements the performance of militiaman identicy.
The song fanctions as an illustration of a particular mode of white male anxiety that
feeds ultraright-wing movements such as militias and that are endemic to embattled
straight white masculinity in urban multiethnic spaces such as Los Angeles. The fear
of an urban landscape populated by undesirable minorities is especially pronounced
at privileged sites of consumerist interaction such as the ATM, a public site where
clites in the cityscape access capital as the lower classes stand witnesses w these inter-
actions, mechabical transactions that punctuate class hierarchies. Through her per-
formance of Clarence, Vaginal inhabits the image, this picture of paranoid and em-
battled white male identity in the multiethnic city. The performer begins to subtly
undermine the gender cohesion of this cultural type (a gender archetype that is al-
ways figured as heteronormative), the embattled white man in the multiethnic
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metropalis, by alluding to the love of “purdy” and “prectier” weapons. The eroticizing
of the weapon in so overta fashion reveals the queer specter thathaunts such “impene-
trable” heterosexualities. Clarence needs his gun because it “is so warm” that it keeps
him “safe in the city” that he no longer feels safe in, a city where growing populations
of Asians, African-Americans, and Latinos pose a threat to the white majoriry.
Clarence is a disidentification with militiaman masculinity—not mezrely a coun-
teridentification that rejects the militiaman—but a acrica! misrecagnition that con-
sciously views the self as a miliviaman. This performance is also obviously not about
passing inasmuch as the white face makeup that the artist uses looks nothing like real
white skin. Clarence has as much of a chance o pass as white as Vaginal has to pass

Vagnal Davis as Clarence. Courtesy of Voginol Davis.

as female. Rather, this disidentification works as an interiorized passing. The interior
pass is a disidentification and ractical misrecognition of self. Aspects of the self that
are toxic to the militiaman—blackness, gayness, and transvestism—are grafred onto
this particularly militaristic script of masculinity. The performer, through the role of.
Clarence, inhabits and undermines the militiaman with a fierce sense of parody.

But Davis’s disidentifications are not limited to engagements with figures of
white supremacy. In a similar style, Clarence, during one of his other live numbers,
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disidentifies with the popular press image of the pathological homosexual killer. The
song “Homosexual Is Criminal” tells this story:

A homosexual

Is a ctiminal

I'm a sociopath, a pachological liar

Bring your children near me

I'll make them walk through the fire

I have killed before and I will kill again
You can tell my friend by my Satanic grin
A homosexual is a ctiminal

A homosexual is a criminal

I'll eat you limb from limb
I'll vear your heart apart

Open the Frigidaire

There’ll be your body parts
I'm gonna slit your click
Though you don’t want me to
Bite it off real quick

Salt ‘n’ Peppa it too.

At this point in the live performance, about halfway through the number, Davis has
removed the long gray beard, the jacket, and the cap. A striptease has begun. At this
point, Clarence starts to be undone and Davis begins to teappear. She has begun to
interact lasciviously with the other members of her band. She gropes her guirarist
and bass players as she cruises the audience. She is becoming queer and, as she does
so, she begins to perform homophobia. This public performance of homophobia
indexes the spectets of Jeffrey Dahmer, John Wayne Gacy, and a pantheon of homo-
sexual killers. The performance magnifies images from the homophobic popular
imaginary. Davis is once again inhabiting phobic images with a parodic and cutting
difference. Thus, although many gay people eschew negativeimages, Davis converse-
ly explodes them by inhabiting them with a difference. By becoming the setial killer,
whose psychological profile is almost always white, Vaginal Davis disarticulates not
only the onus of performing the positive image that is generally borne by minoritari-
an subjects, but also the Dahmer paradigm in which the white cannibal slaughters
gay men of color. The performance of “becoming Dahmer” is another mode of hi-
jacking and lampooning whiteness. Drag and minstrelsy ate dramatically reconfig-
ured; performance gentes that seemed somewhat exhausted and limited are power-
fully reinvigorated through Davis's “homey”-style polirics.

By the last numbet, Vaginal Davis has fully reemerged and she is weating a mili-
tary fatigue baby-doll nightie. She is stll screaming and writhing on the stage and
she is soaked in rock-and-toll sweat The Clarence persona has disintegrared. Long
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live the queen! During an interview, Davis explained to me thatheracrual birth name
is Clarence.!6 Whatdoes it mean that the artist who negotiates various performance
personas and wses Vaginal Creme Davis as a sort of base identity reserves her “birth
name” for a character who suggests the nation’s current state of siege? Davis's drag,
this reconfigured cross-sex, cross-race minstrelsy, can best be understood as rerrorist
drag—tetrorist in that she is performing the nation’s internal terrors around race,
gender, and sexuality. It isalso an aesthetic terrorism: Davis uses ground-level guerril-
la representational strategies to portray some of the nation’s most salient popular fan-
tasies. The fantasies she acts out involve culrural anxieties surrounding miscegena-
tion, communities of color, and the queer body. Her dress does not attempt to index
outmaded ideals of female glamour. She instead dresses like white supremacist militia-
men and black welfare queen hookers. In other words, her drag mimesis is not con-
cerned with the masquerade of womanliness, but instead with conjuring the nation’s
most dangerous citizens. She is quite literally in “terrorist drag.”

Although Davis's terrorist drag performance does not engage the projectof pass-
ing, as traditional drag at least partially does, it is usefiil to recognize how passingand
what I am describing as disidentification resemble each other—or, maore accurately,
how the passing entailed in traditional drag implicates elements of the disidentifica-
tory process. Passing is often not about bold-faced opposition to a dominant para-
digm or a wholesale selling out to that form. Like disidentification itself, passing can
be a third modality where a dominant structure is co-opted, worked on and against.
The subject who passes can be simultaneously identifying with and rejecting a domi-
nant form. In traditional male-to-female drag, “woman” is performed, but one would
be naive and deeply ensconced in heteronormative culture to consider such a perfar-
mance, no matter how “real,” as an actual performance of “woman.” Drag perfor-
mance strives to perform femininity and femininity is not exclusively the domain of
biological women., Furthermore, the drag queen is disidentifying, sometimes cricical-
ly and sometimes not, with not only the ideal of woman but the a priori relationship
of woman and femininicy that is a tenet of gender-normarive thinking. The “woman”
produced in drag is not a woman, but instead a public disidentification with woman.
Some of the best drag that [ have encountered in my research challenges che univer-
salizing rhetorics of femininity.

Both modalities of performing the self, disidentification and passing, are often
strategies of survival. (As the case of Davis and others suggests, often these modes of
performance allow much more than mere survival, and subjects fully come into sub-
jectivity in ways that are both ennobling and ferce.) Davis's work is a survival strate-
gy on a more symbolic register than that of everyday practice. She is not passing to
escape social injustice and structural racism in the way that some people of color
might. Nor is she passingin the wayin which “straight-acting queers” do. Her disiden-
tification with drag plays with its prescriptive mandate to enact femininity through
(often white) standards of glamour. Consider her militiaman drag. Herdark brown
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skin does notpermither to passas white, the beard is obviously fake, and the fatigues
look inauthentic. Realness is neither achieved nor the actual goal of such a project.
Instead, her performance as Clarence finctions as an intervention in the history of
cross-race desire that saturates the phenomenon of passing. Passing is parodied and
this parody becomes a site where interracial desire is interrogated.

Davis’s biting social critique phantasmatically projects the age-old threat of mis-
cegenation, one of the phenomena that white supremacist groups fear the most, onto
the image of a white supremacist. Cross-race desire spoils the militiaman’s image.!7 It
challenges the coherence of his identity, his essentialized whiteness, by invading its
sense of essentialized white purity. The militiaman becomes 2 caricature of himself,
sullied and degraded within his own logic.

Furthermore, blackface minstrelsy; the performance genre of whites performing
blackness, is powerfilly recycled through disidentification. The image of the fat-
lipped Sambo is replaced by the image of the ludicrous white militiaman. The pho-
tographer Lyl Ashton Harris has produced a series of elegant portraits of himself
in whiteface. Considered alongside Davis’s work, Harris’s version of whiteface is an
almost zoo literd] photo negative reversal. By figuring the militiaman through the
vehicle of the blackiqueen’sbody, Davis’s whiteface interrogates white hystéria, misce-
genation anxiety, and supremacy at its very core. Eric Lott, in his influential study of
minstrelsy in the dominant white imagination, suggests that “{t]he black mask of-
fered 2 way to play with collective fears of a degraded and threatening—and male—
Other while at the same time maintaining some symbolic control over them.”!8
Harris’s photography replicates traditional whiteface so as to challenge its tenets in 2
different fashion than that of Davis. Harris’s technique addresses the issue of “sym-
bolic control” but does so in the form of a straightforward counteridentification; and
although counteridentification is certainly not a strategy without merits, Davis's
disidentification with minstrelsy offers a more polyvalent response to this history.
Davis’s disidentificatory take on whiteface both reveals the degraded character of the
white supremacist and wrests “symbolic controls” from white people. The white su-
premacist is forced to cohabit in one body with a black queen in such a way that the
image loses its symbolic force. A figure that is potentially chreatening to people of
color is revealed as a joke.

The dual residency’in Davis’s persona of both the drag queen and the white su-
premacist is displayed in the CD’s cover art. The illustration features Clarence clean-
ing his gun. Occupying the background is a television set broadcasting a ranting
white man reminiscent of right-wing media pundit Rush Limbaugh, 2 monster truck
poster titled “Pigfoot,” a Confederate flag, a crucifix, assorted pornography, beer bot-
tles, and a knife stuck in the wall Standing out in this scene is the framed photo of
black drag queen: Vaginal Davis. T he flip side of the image is part of the CD’s interi-
or artwork. Vaginal sits in front of a dressing mirror wearing a showgirl outfit. She is
crying on the telephone as she cooks heroin on a spoon and prepates to shoot up. A
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picture of Vaginal in boy drag is taped to the mirror. Among the scattered vibrators,
perfume boteles, and razoss is a picture of Clarence in a Marine uniform. These im-
ages represent a version of cross-racial desire (in this instance the reciprocated desire
between a black hooker/showgirl and a white supremacist gun nut militiaman) that
echoes what Vaginal, in the 1995 interview in aRude, called the “snow period” when
“some cheap white boyfriend” could make one’s life perfect, permitting the queen of
color to feel like “some treasured thing” who hopes for “the privileges that white peo-
ple get—validation through association.” The image of the snow queen, a gay man of
color who desires white men, is exaggerated and exploded within these performances.
It is important to note that this humor is not calibrated to police or moralize against
cross-racial desire. Instead, it renders a picture of this desire, in its most fantastic and
extreme form. By doing so it disturbs the coherence of the white militiaman’s sexual
and racial identity, an identity that Jocates itself as racidly “"pure.” Concomitantly,
sanitized understandings of a gay identity, an identity that is often universalized as
white, are called into question.

Davis has remarked that academics and intellectuals have dismissed her work as
“homey” or “country:” I have attempted to point to the ways in which Davis's low-
budger performances intervene in different circuits of publicity: predominantly white
post-punk queercore spaces such as Squeezebox and, further, the spaces of predomi-
nately white masculinity that are associated with hard-core and speed metal music.
Davis’s signature “homeyness,” which I havealreadylinked to an organic and terroris-
tic palitics, also permits us to farther understand her as an “organic intellecrual,” that
is, an intellectual who possesses a “fundamental connection to sacial groups.”1? These
sacial groups include, but are certainly not limited to, various subcultural sectors:
punks, queers, certain communities of color. In the wake of deconstruction, the
word grganic has become a suspect term that implies a slew of essentialist and holistic
presuppositions. By linking arganic to Davis's notion of homey and counzryp I wish to
take some of the edge off the ward. My invocation of organicintellectual is meant to
foreground the importance of cultural workers to ground-level palitics of the self,
while avoiding the fetishizing of the minoritarian intellectual.

Furthermore, Gramsci’s work offers a view of Davis as phifosopher. Gramsci con-
tended that philosophy was

aconception of the world and that philosaphical activity is not to be canceived
solely as the “individual” claboration of systematically coherent concepts, but
also and above all a5 a cultural batte to trandorm the popular “mentality” and
w diffuse the philosophical innovations which will demonstrate themselves to
be “historically true” to the extent that they become concretely—ie., historical-
lyand socially—universal2®

Davis’s wark fits in with this Gramscian model of philosophy insofar as her cultural
productionattempts to dismantle universals within both the dominant public sphere
and various subcultuses, both of which are predominantly white. The Gramscian no-
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tion of “a philosophy of praxis” helps transcend a more traditional Marxian binary
between praxis and philosophy:2! Vaginal Davis’s performance attempts to unsettle
the hegemonic order through performance of praxis (a performance that imagines it-
self as praxis). The performances thatare produced are rooted within a deep critique
of universalism and the dominant power bloc.

The cultural battle that Davis wages is fought with the darkest sense of humor and
thesharpestsense of parody imaginable. Her performances represent multiple counter-
publics and subjects who are liminal within those very counterpublics. She shrewdly
employs performance as 2 modality of counterpublicity. Petformance engenders, spon-
sors, and even makes worlds. The scene of speed metal and post-punk music is one
that Davis ambivalently inhabits. Her blackness and queerness render her a freak
among freaks. Rather than be alienated by her freakiness, she exploits its energies and
its potential to enact cultural critique.

Antigay?

A close friend of mine and I have a joke that we return to every June. On the occa-
sion of gay pride celebrations of lesbian and gay visibility and empowerment held
early in the summer in many major North American cities, we propose a gey shame
dayparade. This parade, unlike th'e sunnygay pride march, would be held in February.
Participants would have to deal with certain restrictions if they were to properly en-
gage the spirit of gay shame day: Loud colors would be discouraged; gay men and les-
bians would instead be asked to wear drab browns and grays Shame marchers would
also be asked to carrysigns no bigger than a business card. Chanting would be pro-
hibited. Parade participants would be asked to parade single file. Finally, the parade
would not be held on a central city street but on some backstreet, preferably by the
river. We have gotten a lot of laughs when we narrate this scenario. Like many gags,
itis rooted in some serious concerns. Although we cannot help but take part in some
aspects of pride day, we recoil at its commercialism and hack representadons of gay
identity. When most of the easily available and visible gay world is a predominantly
white and male commercialized zone (the mall of contemporary gay culture), we find
lietle reason to be “proud.”

Some of thesesentimentsare taken up in ananthology edited by Mark Simpson
titled An#i-G ay?? With its minimalist black courier print on a plain safety yellow
cover, the book makes a very low-key visual statement that would be appropriate for
our aforementioned gay shame day. Simpson’s Introduction focuses on the failure of
“queer’s grandiose ambitions.” He claims that “[bly focusing on the shortcomings of
gay and refusing to be distracted by how terrible hetetosexuality is supposed to be,
Anti-Gay may even offer the beginnings of a new dialectic, a new conversadon with
the world, one that is rather more interesting than the current ones.”? I agree with
some of Simpson’s remarks. The gay communities we live in are often incapable of
enacting any autocritique that would engage the politics of gender, racial diversity;
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andclass. Bur rathet than being critical about the poisics of the mainstteam gay com-
munity, Simpson seems metely to be bored by a convetsation that he feels has ceased
to be “interesting.”

At one point in his discussion, Simpson mentions the homogeneity of the
boolc’s contributots: “It [Anti-Gay] doesn’t promise to be mote inclusive than gay
(contributions by only two women, only one bisexual and none from people of
colour).”24 Simpson’s attack on gay is not concerned with its exclusivity, its white
normativity, ot its unwillingness to form coalitions with other counterpublics, in-
cluding feminist (both lesbian and straight) and other minoritized groups. My own
playful critique of the gay community manifested in the gay shame day joke em-
anates from a decp frustration on my part with what I call mainstream ot corporate
homosexuality. By contrast, to be “antigay” in Simpson’s sense of the word is to offer
criticism in a “been-there-done-that” style whose main purpose is to register tedium.

The forms of “antigay” thinking put forward in Vaginal Davis’s wotk are vastly
different in otigin and effect than Simpson’s Anti-Gay Davis’s brand of antigay cri-
tique offets something mote than a listless complaint. This additional something is a
sustained critique of white gay male normativityand its concomitant cotporate cthos.

“Closet Case,” another track on PME’s album 1is, at first glance, a critique of
closeted homosexuality. Further analysis also reveals that the song critiques an aes-
thetic rather than a type of individual. The song’s lytics depict a mode of living that
is recognizable (especially from Davis's petspective as a wotking-class gay man of
colot) as a bourgeois southern California brand of urban gay male style.

Closet Case

She drives a Trans Am
And she lives in the Valley
Every night she cruises
Gasoline dley

Salon tan

Ray-Ban

Al buff

Acts wff

Big Dick, heavy balls
Nice pecs, that ain’t all

Ylmow she’s a closet case

Got blow-dried hait, wears a lot of cologne
Call het own condo on her cellular phone

She’s 38 bur thinks she’s 21
Covers those wrinlces in collagen
Old enough to be Richard Harris
Facial Scrub: plaster of Paris
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You know she’s acloser case
(Salon tan))

You know she acloset case
(Ray-Ban!)

The closet here is not necessarily the one inhabited by those who engage in homo-
sexual acts but deny a gay identification. Instead, the queen depicted in this song is
more_tecognizably in the closet about his age, appearance, and quotidian habits.
Davis satitizes the closet queen whose style is easily recognizable on a map of utban
southern Golifornia homosexualities. A quick review of the particular type of queen
being delineated is useful here. Brand names like Ray-Ban and Trans Am, as well as
cellular phones and condos, and the ptice tags associated with these commodities, are
integzal to this queen’s identity. Equally impostant are the leisure-time salon tan, fa-
cial scrubs, and collagen injections. Most impottant of all is the “buff” gym-buile
body. Davis's song offets the anatomy (physical, behaviora), and socioeconomic) of
the notmative and corporate homosexual, The closer case of the song is an elite with-
ina larget spectrum of gay communities. Daviss satirical patody does the work of at-
omizing this cultura] rype. Humot is used to mock and degrade this mode of apoliri-
cal gayness, distupting its primacy as a universal mold ot pattern. Antigayness here is
used as a way of lampooning and ultimately distrupting a modality of white gay male
hegemony.

This same tenunciation of elite gay male style is narrated in “No Thank You
Please,” in which Davis tecants the snow queen’s desite for elite white gay males. The
song’s narratot manifests her displeasure for these gay elites by employing the faunchi-
est of vernaculars:

No Thank You Please

So you want to lick my pussy?
Well you mn’t cuz you're a.sissy
Can't getinto my bed

1 won’t give you head

Say, no thenk you please

I don’t cat head cheese

1 can’t get involved

Bang your head against the wall
Tokeme to the king of hearts
Thete they have bigger parts
Chandelier hanging

Sexy gangbanging

Say no thank you please

1 don't eat head cheese

You betret rake me to the rack
I'm looking for my bladdet snack
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He feels on my crotch
Ir's not worth the notch
Say no thank you please
Idon't eat head cheese

LA water polo team

All the men are hot and lean
Ger into your b

A ub-a-dub-dub

A splishing a splashing

A urine reaction

1 can’t ger involved

Bang your head against the wall.
The one-minute-and-five-second song’s tempo is relentlessly fast. Davis/Clarence
snarls the lyrics. Her deep and husky voice booms in the tradition of classic punk-rock
rants. There is a powerful juxtaposition between lyrics that indicate that she will not let
the sissy addressee “lick her pussy” and the actual butch vocal style. The lyrics them-
selves map out the snow queen’s desire (“LA water polo team / All the men are hot and
lean”) and then resist that desire (“I can’t get involved”). The last line of the song,
“Bang your head against the wall,” does the work of perfoarming butch masculinity
and, at the same time, the general frustration that characterizes the snow quean’s de-
sire—the desire for white men who almost exclusively desire other white men.

This reading and its emphasis on Davis's snow queen disidentification are not
meant to dismiss the song’s antigayness. Indeed, the snow queen herself, or at least a
snow queen with some degree of reflexivity, understands the “antigay” position from
the vantage point of a gay man who has been locked out of the elite white gay male
sphere of influence.

According to Stuart Hall, who has adapted Gramsci’s theorizatons for race
analysis, the notion of the war of posirions (a5 opposed to an outdated orthodox
Marxian war of maneuver) “recognizes the ‘plurality’ of selves or identities of which
the so-called ‘subject’ of thought and ideas is composed. 2> Michael Omi and Howard
Winant describe a war of maneuver as “a situation in which subordinate groups seek
to preserve and extend a definite territory, to ward off violent assault, and to develop
an internal society as an alternative to the repressive social system.”?® In contrast, a
war of positions is predicated on the understanding that diverse sites of institutional
and cultural antagonism must be engaged to enact transformanve politics. Whereas
the war of maneuver was a necessary modality of resistance at 2 moment when mi-
noritarian groups were directly subjugated within hegemony, the more multilayered
and tactical war of positions represents better possibilities of resistance today, when
discriminatory ideologies are less naked and more intricate.

Gramsci offers an expanded understanding of both the individual subject and
the collective subject. He does not permit any pat definitions of group identity or the
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role of any individual within such a collective matrix. Within Gramsci's writing on
the ideological field we come to glimpse that subordinated ideologies are often rife
with contradictory impulses, that “subordinated ideologies are necessarily and in-
evitably contradictory.” Thus, Gramsci lets us understand not only working-class
ricism, but also gay racism or homophobia within cammunities of color.

Cornel West has also turned to Gramsci’s work in emphasizing the need to forge
a microstructural analysis of Affican-American oppression where traditional Marxian
hermeneutics can only offer mactostmcrural analysis.?® Readings that posit subordi-
nate groups as unified entities fail to enact a multivalent and intessectional under-
standing of the various contingencies and divergencies within a class or group. Thus,
Gramsci off ers an extremelyappropriate optic through which to evaluate the disiden-
tificatory work that Davis petfotms within subordinated classes such as “gays” and
liminal groups like the hard-core/punk-rock community. Hall explains that Gramsci

shows how the so-called “self” which underpins these ideological formations is
not a unified but a contradictory subject and a sodial construction. He thus
helps us understand one of the most common, least explained features of
“racism”™ the “subjection” of the victims of racism to the mystifications of the
very racist ideologies which imprison and define them. He shows how different,
often contradictozy elements can be woven into and integrated within different
ideological discourse; but also, the nature and vaue of ideological struggle
which seeks to transform popular ideas and the “common sense” of the mass-
es.?

“Queerness” and “blackness” need to be read as ideological discouses that conrain
contradictory impulses within them—some liberatory, others reactionary:. These dis-
courses also require hermeneutics that appraise the intersectional and differential
crosscutting currents with individual ideological sczipts, Davis’s work is positioned at
a point of intersection between various discourses (whete they are waven together),
and from this point she is able to enact a patodic and comedic demystification; the
potential for subversion is planted.

Disidentification, as a mode of analysis, registers subjects as constructed and
contradictory. Davis’s body, her performances, all her myriad texts, labor to create
critical uneasiness, and, fiirthermore, to create desire within uneasiness. This desire
unsettles the strictures of class, race, and gender prescribed by what Guatari calls the
“social body.” A disidentificatory hermeneutic permits a reading and narration of the
way in which Davis clears out a space, deterritorializing it and then reoccupying it
with queer and black bodies. The lens of disidentification allows us to discern seams
and contradictions and ultimately understand the need for a war of positions.
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Chapter 5

Sister Acts:
Ela Troyano and Carmelita Tropicana

This chapter tells the story of two sisters. Ela Troyano and Alina Troyano are Cuban-
American queer feminist performers who have been working in New York City since
the early 1980s. Ela Troyano is a filmmaker as well as 2 performer. Alina Troyano,
known better by her stage name Carmelita T'ropicana, identifies as a lesbian and
started by performing at the now-famous lesbian feminist performance space known
as the WOW Café. Both sisters played prominent roles in the New York avant-garde
fum and theater movements of the 1980s. Although some commentators have dis-
cussed their cultural productions and performances, no more than passing references
have been made to their identities as U.S. Latinas.! I take this opportunity to discuss
the specificity of their identities and the waysin which their identity practices inflect
and shape their work.

I am especilly interested in analyzing two modes of cultural critique that the
antists employ: Camp and choreo are both styles of performance and reception that
rely on humor to examine social and cultural forms. The bulk of this chapter will
consider the ways Ela Troyano signifies upon an established tradition of camp avant-
garde filmmaking and the way Carmelita Tropicana uses the Cuban style of bwrls
(which roughly translates as joking or exaggerated comedic performance). Both per-
formance styles have usually been described as specifically male practices? I will ex-
plore how twa sisters dereify these modes of selfenactment.

Both camp and choreo are, within the terms of this study; disidentificatory prac-
tices. These two modes of sef-enactment, or style politics, differ from the other
modes of disidentification that I outline in this study primarily in theirstrategicand
disarming use of humor. Comedic disidentification accomplishes- important cultural
critique while at the same time providing cover from, and enabling the avoidance it-
self of, scenarios of direct confrontation with phobic and reactionary idealogies.

19
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Finally, this essay will consider the question of hybridity and the role it plays
within U.S. identity. Although I discuss camp alongside my reading of Troyana’s
filmic production and choreo as it is discernible through Carmelita Tropicana’s skits,
monologues, and stand-up comedy, bath disidentiﬁcatory strategies are present in
the work of each sister. Hybridity is one way to discuss the crossfire of influences, of-
filiations, and politics that happen berween a lesbian identity, = well as in ar in be-
tween theintersection of Cuban and North American traditions of performance.

The heuristic impulse that propels this chapter is concerned with a distinctly les-
bian and Latina camp sensibility. There is some question as to whether or not
“camp” is camp when it happens outside of its usual cultural parameters. The dis-
course on camp has been—at least since Susan Sontag’s infamous notes from the
1960s—a discoirse of middle- to upper-class white gay male sensibilities.? The no-
tion of camp I mine in this chapter is one in which “camp” isunderstood not only as
a strategy of representation, but alsoas a mode of enacting self against the pressures
of the dominant culture’s identity-denying protocols. Carmelita Tropicana (1993), a
short ilm by Ela Troyano, clearly articulates an ironic system of signs that, while still
being very campy, is decidedly not employing the same referents as white male
camp. The humor that Carmelita Tropicana produces represents a life-world that we
can understand, according to the film’s eponymous performance artist star, as
“Loisaida.” The Lower East Side of Carmelita Twpicana is a queer and Latina life-
world where the dominant culture makes only one appearance in the form of over-
the-top send-ups of abortion rights counterprotesters. Beyond that, the queer life-
world that the film depicts is one of Latinas and lesbians, political activities, and
performance artists.

Before I delve into my reading of Carmelita Trgpicana and the specificities of
cubana lesbian camp, I want to mention the one piece of cultural-studies writing
that has in some way loosely interrogated the issue of Latino kitsch: Celeste
Olalquiaga’s Megalopolis: Contem porary Cultural Sensibilisses> Olalquiaga’s book de-
lineates three degrees of kitsch sensibility in New York and its relation to Latino re-
ligious objects. The first degree constitutes a fascination with these objects because
they represent a model of spirituality that is not available to the aficionado, They are
representations of powerfil emotions that help the first-degree Iitsch follower grasp
these higher emotions. The second degree of kitsch is the untangling of the icon
from its religious/emotional context. Its representation is dislodged from its cultural
teferent, the empty icon or gaudy bauble that can be found at Litle Ricky’s on the
Lower East Side.6 The third degree of kitsch is a true postmodern hybrid, the recy-
cling of a past cultural construct for a present tense. Here Olalquiaga’s primary exam-
ple is the afrares produced by Chicano, Nuyorican, and some white artists. In this
final degree of kitsch, the kirsch object is recycled and recontextualized in a high-arr
setting. The recycling is, I will argue, central to any understanding of Carmelita

Tropicana. The importance of this pionecring study is indicated in the film as the ac-
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tual book appears at Carmelita’s bedside in her own kitschy bedroom. Interestingly
enough, the book itself, within this frame and recontextualization, becomes a bit of
“Loisaida” kitsch.

What Olalquiaga’s book fails to do, however, is factor the unique relation of sexu-
al minorities to the kitsch object, We might also tease out her use of the word kissch
instead of camp, a word that resonates as the way in which a minority culture reap-
propriates the dominant culture. Olalquiaga’s word choice underplays, and potential-
ly erases, the roles of queers in the production and consumption of kirsch objects
and/or sensibilities. One of the difficulties in writing about kitsch and camp is that
the wo words are often confused with each other. This interchangeability is, of
course, wrong, because both words have ontologically distinct (though not entirely
separate) lives. Andrew Ross makes a distinction between the wo by describing
kirsch as having more “high”-art pretensions and a higher degree of self-seriousness,
whereas camp seems to be more ironic and playful? Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick defines
camp as being more spacious and "out” than kitsch.? Indeed, the word camp is inte-
gral to what Esther Newton calls the "gay world” of homosexuality, whereas kitsch’s
usage seems to be less tied to any’specific group” More recent accounts of aestherics
that relish the “tacky” are the works of Sontag, Ross, and Sedgwick. This itself is not
a rule, as the example of Sedgwick, in T he Epistemology of the Closet, deliminating the
binary of att/kitsch makes evident. Kitsch is most definitely on the queerside of the
binary in that toxt. But in Megalopolis, kitsch is not a survivalist mode of identity en-
actment within a phobic public sphere. Instead, it is a nostalgic postmodern aesthet-
ic that is basically a longing for a lost emotional intensity. Like Olalquiaga, I idencify
a certain mode of cross-generational, cross-cultural recycling in U.S. Latino culture,
but, unlike her, I name it “camp” because 1 am interested in considering its conver-
gences, alignments, and reverberations with the camp produced by sexual minorities.
My reading suggests that Carmelita Tropicana and its star’s performance disrupt the
stability of the camp = queer/kitsch = ethnic protocol.

Beyond the synthesis of the Latino and the campy, Camelita Tropicana articu-
lates a distinctly lesbian camp. There is no doubt that camp has been overwhelm-
ingly associated with the gay male subculture, but the work of some lesbian and femi-
nist theorists has begun to suggest a powerfil tradition of female and lesbian camp.
Pamela Robertson, for example, has undertaken a project to “de-essentialize” the link
betweengay men and camp, a linkrhat, in Robertson’s estimation, “reifies both camp
and gay male raste.”’® Robertson suggests that

camp as a structural activity has an affinity with feminist disaussions of gender

construction, petformance, and enactment and that, as such, we can examiae a

form of amp as a feminist practice, In taking on camp for women, I reclaim a

form of female aestheticism, related to female masquerade, that articulates and

subverts the image- and culture-making process w which women have tradi-
tionally been given access.!!
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Following Robertson, 1 see Troyano's film and its star performance as producing a
mode of camp that subverts dominant image- and culture-making apparatuses (espe-
cially Hollywood film) that have either renderedinvisible or grossly caricaturized les-
bians, Latinas, and especially Latina lesbians. An important by-product of this mode
of camp is the dislodging of the discourse of camp from male dominance.

But, if the discourse of camp has been male-dominated, the social and aesthet-
ic history itself suggests more complex and complicated dynamics. Although Ela
Troyano’s first film, Bubble People (1982), has not been widely seen, it both situates
and comments on her work in relationship to that of Jack Smith. Village Voicejour-
nalist C. Carr provides a valuable accountof an interaction between the director and
her famous star, Jack Smith:

There is 2 scene in Bubble People where the spectral Jack Smith, looking like a

drag biker, has a little encounter with the filmmaker Ela Troyano. “I am the

Bubble Goddess,” he intones, then pauses “Tell me the truth. Has the camera

starred?” Close-up on his beads and beard and wraparound orange shades. “We

cn get berter results if we're honest with each other, and you tell me the camera

has started. Depictingwhat a greatacror I must be.”2

Within the campy moment, one sees a serious instant where filmmaker and per-
former check in with each other, collaborating as equals; it is ultimately an instant
where, in the tradition of the North American avant-garde of the 1960s, the film’s ar-
tifice is stripped away. This was one of many collaborations between Smith and
Troyano. According to Carr, Troyano began taking pictures because she wanted to
work with Smith, a performer she had admired, and he needed someone to ke the
phorographs for his slide shows.®® It is my belief that reading Troyano's film as also
influenced by Smith makes available a more comprehensive understanding of her
production.

Smith, the now-lgendary avant-garde filmmaker and performance artist who
died of AIDS complications in 1989, pioneered an image of a hilarious and hyper-
active gay male subjectivity that had not only not existed in representation before
him, but was essentially unimaginable to queer spectators. Smith's project in his vari-
ous underground acting jobs during the 1960s, his own flms, which included the
censored underground classic Flaming Creatures (1963), and his various stage perfor-
mances during the almost three decades that his career spanned, were described by
Michael Moon as “a fiercely unsentimental project of reclaiming his own and other
people’s queer energies (all kinds of queer people, including gay ones) from the myr-
iad forms of human wreckage into which our society has tended to channel it.”!4 In
the same way that Olalquiaga’s third degree of kitsch recaptures a lost presence,
Smith’s performances and film reclaim lost queer energies.

Carmelisa Tropicana features fourvery different versions of the Latina: Carmelita,
Orcchidia, Sophia, and Dee. In the film, the Carmelita character is a Loisaida perfor-
mance artist and lesbian activist. Her sidekick and constant companion is the flaky
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Orcchidia, also a member of the fictional direct-action group GIA and a practitioner
of postmodern dance, holistic medicine, and the Afro-Cuban religion of Santeria.
Although these women differ from each other in their varying levels of spaciness and
neurosis, Carmelita’s sister Sophia is nothinglike the other Latina women in the film.
Sophia is desperately trying to make it in the corporate business world and tries her
best to dress for success. The film suggests that Sophia, despite her aspirations to be a
conservative and upwardly mobile Latina, is often embroiled in Carmelita’s lif e. Dee,
a woman who first mugs Carmelita on her way home from a performance and later
meets up with her victim in jail after the other women are arrested in a demonstra-
tion, is a hermana sandunguera. Of all these women, Dee is perhaps the greatest chal-
lenge to the dominant culture’s understanding of just what constitutes a Latina. Dee
is, by ancestry, a North American Anglo, but she was inducted into a Puerto Rican
women's gang in prison. Dee’s identification as Latina undermines the misconception
of Latinos as a racially homogeneous group. Her place in the film serves to destabilize
any reductive understanding of Latina/o status. Dee’s HIV-positive status also offers
a representation of the ways in which the virus does not discriminate and affects
women (especially women of color) with equal brutality:

The film’s very first scene, in which the lesbian performance artist emerges from
a backdrop of flashy colored curtains and proceeds to feigna thick Cuban accent as
she launches into her opening monologue, establishes the film’s narrative space.
During that monologue, Carmelita speaks of the mixing of cultures in Loisaida;

Loisaida is the place to be. That's right. It's multi-cultural, multi-generational,
mucho multi, multi-lingual. And like myself you gotta be multi-lingual. I am
very good with the tongue. As a matter of fact the first language I learned when
got ® New Yorkwas Jewish. I learned from my girlfriend Sharon. She is Jewish.
She teach me and I write poem for her in Jewish. Title of the poem is “Oy-Vay
Number One”; Oy-vay / I schlep and schlep / I hurt my ruchas / T feel
meshuggeneh / Oy-vay, Thank you very much.

In this scene, Cuban identity is recycled and remade. Carmelita’s thick accent
during the monologue is obviously fake. The artist’s name harks back to the famous
nightclub that signifies the excessive opulence of prerevolution Cuba The garish,
sparkling red dress that she wearssignifies a lost notion of glamour that is associated
with the Cuba of the 1950s. There is also a campification of the present that occurs
when Carmelita describes the Lower East Side as “multi-cultural, multi-generational,
mucho multi, multi-lingual.” This last reference to the multilingual sets Carmelita
up to purr “T am very good with the tongue,” a double-entendre quip that is reminis-
cent of Mae West. Carmelita’s Yiddish joke also aligns her with an earlier tradition of
ethnic comics who were Jewish. All of what transpires in this scene is a recycling that
I identify as the film'’s camp practice. The recycling encompasses a distant Cuban past
(the Club Tropicana of the 1950s, Ricky Ricardo’s exaggerated accent, a showgitl’s
sparkly red dress), an American past (the very history of stand-up comedy and the
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formidable influence of Jews-in this North American tradition), and the recent U.S.
past (in the form of a reference to the already exhausted wars over multiculturalism
in the academy and popular culture).

Carr has explained that “if Jack Smith has been her [Troyano’s] greatest influence
as a filmmaker—along with Jacques Rivette and Russ Meyer—she’s been informed
just as much by Sinith’s performance.”’> The centrality of performance art to
Troyand's wotk is apparent in Carmelita Tropicana. Carmelita Tropicana’s perfor-
mance—the very fact that she is clearly performing during the film’s opening scene—
connotes the importance of performance within both the film and the mode of cul-
tural enactment that I am calling cwbanadyke camp. As the film’s narrative proceeds
from this space of performative enunciation, the spectator is left with the residual
understanding that this narrative is not only about a performance artist, but also
about performance iuself, particularly performance that is campy in its negotiations
between Latina identity practices, queer/lesbian humor, and the dominant culture.

After Carmelita describes the Lower. East Side world as “the place to be,” the
film’s next two scenes depict a different version of Loisaida. Walking home from her
performance, Carmelita is mugged by a female assailant who later turns out to be
Dee. The sequence depicts the reality of urban crime and violence that many U.S.
Latinas cope with on a day-to-day basis. Nonetheless, the film'’s camp valence takes
the edge off this incident when it is revealed that the mugger’s only weapon is a pen.
Here Troyano's filin both achieves a realist representation and then, withitslast rwist,
spins into absurdist dimensions first exploted by Smith and other 1960s flmmakers,
such as Ron Rice and Ken Jacobs. An establishing shot of a street sign that reads “Ave
C” and “Loisaida” concretely locates the film'’s settings.

A tracking shot moves from the street sign to a large movie poster in Carmelita’s
bedroom. The poster is for a Latin American melodrama titled La Eurefla Vacta (The
empty star). The poster, and other aspects of the mise-en-scéne, demarcate Carmelita’s
personal space as being as thoroughly campy as her performance. Carmelita’s bed-
cover is decorated with extravagant roses. Her bed itself is draped with a white mesh
netting that gives it an almost Victorian look. The room’s walls are painted a bright
pink. The aforementioned copy of Megalbpolis is thrown on Carmelita’s bed. Her
phone is an old black dial phone that looks as though it is out of 2 1940s film noir.
Carmelita is awakened from her slumber by the ringing phone. The caller is a butch
lesbian Latina known as the “Dictator,” the leader of a feminist organization called
the GIA, a parodic repiesentation of organizations such as the Lesbian Avengers or
Queer Nation. The Dictator orders the star to rendezvous with other members of
GIA at Tompkins Square Park. As the Dictator barks her orders, the call-waiting sig-
nal dicks on the phone line. As she code-switches from English to Spanish, the brief
conversation with her father reveals that she has a seven-year-old brother, Pepito, and
her father is having his prostatc operated on.3¢ She switches back to the now-enraged
Dictator, who quotes World Health Organization statistics on HIV infection in



SISTERACTS  L2§

women and children. She follows this statement with a command to "never put me
on hold.” The phone conversation, like Carmelita’s room, depicts the mixing of cul-
tures and historical moments. The room's deco ambiance is offset by the postmodern
theory book that is casually tossed on the bed. The old-fashioned phone has the ultra-
modern feature of call waiting. Her conversation with her lesbian activist mentor is
cut up with a conversation with her Cuban father. Troyano employs this mixing
across time and cultures to achieve a radical camp effect that revedls, in exaggerated
terms, the mestizaje of contemporary U.S. Latino culture and politics.

Although Orcchidia and Carmelita are space cadets in the eyes of the over-the-
top butch chatacter the Dictator, they work, within the film’s comedic frame, as im-
portant social factors. Their trendy apparel—Carmelita’s ridiculously high-heeled
tennis shoes and Orcchidia’s multicolored beanie hat, and the srandard issue of New
York activist leather jackets that both women wear—both lampoons and represents
the lifestyle of the “Loisaida” dyke activist.

Fashion is important elsewhere in the film. Sophia, Carmclim’s darker-skinned
sistet, is in “Dressed for Success Hispanic Corporate Woman” garb. The camera sur-
veys Sophia piece by piece as she reads a magazine article that explains the various
“don’ts” for Latinas in the corporate machine. Sophia, with steak tartare lipstick,
fuschia nail polish, excessively high heels, and gold door-knocker earrings, embodies
all of these "don’ts” that the article warns against. In the next scene she appears in,
Sophia’s whole body fills the screen, displaying her amalgamation of fashion “mis-
takes” In this scene she is harassed by a bodega clerk who, through the lens of the
usual racist assumptions of what a Latina looks like, presumes that Sophia is a mono-
lingual African-American. Sophia snaps back sharply that “Latinas come in all colors,
nena” This scene is significant in that it humorously challenges racist depictions of
Latinas within and outside of the Latina/o community.

To get what is powerful and potentially socially destabilizing about the cubana
dyke camp I am describipg, one must have some access to the queer life-world that is
being signified upon. The fact that most of the film is set in a women's prison needs
o be understood as a campy metacommentary on one of Hollywood’s most com-
mon depictions of Latinas as tough bull dykes in the B movie “women in prison”
genre. Part of the camp effect is the biting commentary about the treatment of
Latina bodies within Hollywood's prescribed operating procedures. What is also rele-
vant about the recycling of this site is the juxtaposition of seeing these particular
Latinas, characters who are gquirkier and more complicated than any image that
Hollywood has been able to invent when trying to represent Latinas, within this
standardized backdrop. Jean Carlomusto’s video L [ for the Way You Look (1991) is
another experimentation with the usesof lesbian camp. In that project, an actual clip
from a women’s prison movie is shown, dubbed over with lines from lesbian theorists
Monique Wittig and Audre Lorde. The scene concluded with the prisoners rallying
together and chanting “Let’s get Zsa Zsa,” a reference to Zsa Zsa Gabor’s insistence
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thatshe could not go to jail forslapping a Beverly Hills police officer because she was
afraid of lesbians. Moments like these in Troyano’s and Carlomusto's films ke back
the negative image and resuscirate it with the powerful charge of dyke camp.

In Carmelita Tropicana, Troyano uses the prison scene for a movie within a
movie through a flashback sequence that depicts the story that Carmelita tells her sis-
ter Sophia about the tragedy of their great-aunt Cukita. Whereas the prison scene it-
self mimics a B.movie, the flashback is shot in black and white and is silent with mu-
sical accompaniment and subtitles. Great-aunt Cukita's husband is a refined habanero
electrical enpineer. After killing the woman whom he blindly fell in love with, he

3 i s
Carrelita Tropicara: Your Kunst Is Your Wffen. Photo by Paula Caurt.
commits suicide by ingesting poison. The widowed auat is then seduced by a-lowly
delivery boy who, presumably knowing that he can never really have Cukita, kills her
after dancing a passionate tango with her. The black-and-white sequence recasts the
entite film in terms of prerevolution Cuba and assigns two of the characters (the
butch players in the main narrative} the roles of men. This (fe)male drag is, in a way,
akin to a tradition of campy male drag that we might associate with venues such as
Jack Smith’s performances and Charles Ludlam’s Ridiculous Theatrical Company.
Carmelita’s transformation into the “uply man,” a rough, pockmarked, and unshaven
proletarian deliveryman (and her new character, Pingalito, in her stage show Milk of
Ampnesia), is a campy reappropriation of the drag used in the rich tradition of North
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American avant-garde theater and drag revues. The male character in this sequence is
supposed to register both outside of and inside of the erotics of “butch/femme.” This
depiction ofa lost exilic homeland—with its politics replaced by a drag performance
of an ill-fated heterosexual, class-defined romance—enables an opulent scene of
cross-identification that is, in one manner of speaking, gueer. Cross-identifications, as
Sedgwick and others have forcefully argued, are standard operating procedures far
queers. Sedgwick has explained that queer is a moment of perpetual flux, a move-
ment thatis eddying and turbulent. The word queer itself; in its origins in the German
quer; means “across”; the concept itself can only be understood as connoting a mode
of identifications that is as relational as it is oblique.1” There is something distinctly
queer about the lesbian cross-dressing in Carmelira Tropicana; it reproduces various
identifications acrossa range of experiences—cultural, racial, political, sexual. . .

The flashback posits a historical condition—"always the samestory . . . viokencia
y amor™—that unites the four women across their differences. It is at this point that
the women in prison sequence transmutes into a send-up of a Hollywood musical.
All the prison cells automatically click open and the four female protagonists emerge
in rumbera outfits made out of what appear to be military fatigues. The musical
number that ensues is a Mexican ranchera titled "Prisioneras del amor.” The choice of
a Mexican ranchera is indicative of Latina camp’s ability to index and. reclaim clichéd
and sentimental moments and tropes across latinidad. East Coast Latinas perform-
ing a West Coast musical gente with a Mexican song comments on the ways in
which Hollywood cinema, along with other aspects of dominant culture, such as
census taking, collapse the diversity of the U.S. Latino community into one st of
shallow cultural stereotypes. Troyano’s film, in this instance, plays with the dominant
mode of storytelling. The lyrics themselves, “Prisioneras del amor / prisioneras de la
vida,” could be the title of a Mexican melodrama. The song speaks in lavish terms as
to howlove offers both great warmth and great pain (“el amorlo dacalor y también
gran dolor”). The song unites the four women who had previously been squabbling
with one another in the cell The women speak of their commonality as prisoners of
love and life. The song calls for the throwing off of habits of incarcerated nuns and
making liberation their new religion.!® Although this musical number is extravagant
and brilliantly over the tap, it should not be dismissed as nothing more than campy
fun. The metaphor of Latinas as prisoners isa poignant one when discussing the sta-
tus of the Latina and lesbian image within representation. The idea of liberation thar
is invoked in this song is also a more serious and political call for liberation from a
dominant culture that reduces such identities to hollowed-out stereotypes. Troyano’s
strategic use of camp allows her film and its characters to reinhabit these stereotypes,
both calling attention to the inaccuracy of these representations and “fixing” such
representation from the inside by filling in these representational husks with compli-
cated, antiessentidist, emotionally compelling characters.

Carmelita Tropicana is a film that refigures camp and rescues it fram a position as
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fetishized white queer sensibility. Camp is a form of artificial respiration; it breathes
new life into old situations. Camp is, then, more than a worldview; it is a strategic re-
sponse ® the breakdown of representation that occurs when a queer, ethnically
marked, or other subject encounters his or her inability to fit within the majoritarian
representational regime. It is a measured response to the forced evacuation from
dominant culture that the minority subject experiences. Camp is a practice of sutur-
ing different lives, of reanimating, through repetition with a difference, a lost coun-
try ot moment that is relished and loved. Although not innately politically valenced, it
isa strategy that can do positive identity- and communrity-affirming wotk. Carmeliza
Tropicana represents cubana camp and at the same time returns to the island itself
with a highly melodramatic story, a story that has been lost for the two sisters (de-
scribed earlier).

Such a deployment of camp styles and practices is, at its core, a performative
move. Reiteration and citation are the most easily identifiable chatacteristics of this
mode of camp performativity. According to Judith Buder, a performative provision-
ally succeeds if its action echoes prior actions, and accumulates the force of authority
through the repetition or citation of a priot, authoritative set of practices. For Butler,
a performative draws on and covers over the constitutive conventions by which it is
mobilized.?? Butler is concerned specifically with the performative charge of queer-
ness, and it is my contention that this theory is also applicable to the workings of
various minority groups. The repetition of the quotidian is precisely what the cubana
kitsch and Lower East Side lesbian style in Carmelira Twpicana is enacting.

The repetition that Butler outlines, like the reclaiming in JackSmith’s work that
Michael Moon outlines and the recycling that Olalquiaga discusses, can 3l con-
tribute to a potential understanding of the camp project that is Camelita Tropicana.
The latger than life (i.c., Hollywood icon) takes on aspects of the everyday; the exot-
ic is “de-exoticized” and broughr into the subject’s sphere of the ordinary; artifacts
from the past that have been discarded as “trashy” (the word kitsch comes from a
German phrase loosely meaning “street rubbish”) are recuperated and become a dif-
ferent “new” thing. With this in mind, I acgue that lesbian camp and also cubana
camp are matenalized in Carmelita Tropicana, whose star works as the vltimate campy
dyke, whose filmmaker and star bridge lost countries with contemporary urban [ife,
queer politics with Latina aesthetics, and which, in generd, elevates the trashy to bliss-
ful heights.

Camping like o Butch: The Female-to-Male Drag

One of the most powerfully argued cases for the cxstence of lesbian camp is Sue-
Ellen Case’s “Towards a Butch-Femme Aesthetic."?® Case takes to task a trend in
feminist theory that has stigmatized the butch in the butch/femme dyad as a male-
identified subject suffering from a farm of false consciousness. Kate Davy has chal-
lenged Case’s formulations by contending that camp is not a useful strategy of resis-
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tance for female subjects in the same way that it is for gay males. Davy addresses
Case’s theoretical maneuver:
Sheinvolkes Camp as a “discourse,” instead of merely using irs sdient elements,
the baggage of Camp discourse is imbricated in her argument. The result is that
the subject position she construces does not valk out of the hom(m)osexual frame
of reference as effectively as & could, for Camp s a discourse is both ironically
and paradoxically of hom(mjosexuality, that is, male sexuality. . . . In Case’s
scheme, Camp is a neutral, nonideologically bound discourse in that it is pro-
duced by both Gay Men and Lesbians out of the condition of being closeted.2t

For Davy, camp is a discourse that provides certain tools that she catalogs as artifice,
wit, irony, and exaggeration, and these tools are available to butch-femme gender
play separate fiom the ways in which they are inscribed by camp as a historically
marked phenomenon. Although I find myselfagreeing with much of Davy’s critique
of Case, I worry about what seems a too easy equivalence between Irigarayan
hom(m)osexuality and gay male sexuality. Although I do not doubt that the historic-
ity of camp has been historically “marked” as Davy describes, I see in certain modes
of lesbian performance, to borrow a phrase from experimental flmmaker Barbara
Hammer, a “dyketactics” that dislodges the discourse of camp from certain traditions
of male dominance.

Carmelita’s female-to-male drag, and its specifically campy culrral critique,
fiuiction as a dyketactics that avoids the pitfalls that Davy describes. Davy, para-
phrasing Wayne Dynes's Encyclopedia of Homosexuality? asserts:

Camp is dways represented with an invisble wink. But instead of realizing the
promise and threat of its subversive potential for imagining and inscribing an
“elsewhere” for drernative social and sexual realities, the wink of Camp (te)as-
sures its audiences of the ultimate harmlessness of its play, its palambility for
bourgeois sensibilities. . . .

Camp is neither good nor bad, it is just more or less effectively deployed. In
the context of gay male theater and its venues, Camp is indeed a means of sig-

naling through the flames, while in lesbian performance it tends to fuel and fan
the fire

I partially agree with Davy’s point that camp is neither intrinsically good or bad.
What is perplexing about this passage is her need to follow this statement with the
generalization that camp is useful for gay men but counterproductive for lesbians,
After disavowing any understandings of camp as having an a priori ideological charge
(neither good nor bad), she proceeds to reinscribe an understanding of it as being a
politically viable strategy only for gaymen. I take issue with this turn in Davy’s argu-
ment because I see it as undervaluing lesbian camp as a valuable disidentificatory
strategy of enacting identity through the powerful rhetorics of parody and pastiche. I
am also weary of one of the most significant repercussions of Davy's argument: the
reification of camp as an exclusively gay male practice. Finally, I see some dangers in
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dismissing the ideological and survivalist dimensions for ali queers. Cathy Griggers
has contended that the descripton of camp as “prepolitical” is a common miscom-
prehension of the straight mind:

Take camp struggles over straight semiosis, for example, which gay and lesbian

subcultures have always understood as a style of everyday cultural politics and

survival and not as prepolitica), a reading produced by straight “politicized sub-
jects” If we premise that the body is not outside textuality, that the body itself

is a field of significations, a site for the production of cultural meanings and ide-

ological ramifications, then we admit that we play the game this way or that, we

cn choose to pass or not within the scene and the next, but we can’t choose to

stop playing with signs, with our own marerial cultural production as a cultural

(i.e., visibly signifying) body.2¢
Griggers succinctly describes my problems with Davy’s undersmanding of lesbian
camp as an unproductive site of resistance. To limit or foreclose the possibility of les-
bian camp is to circumscribe both lesbian and queer identifications.

Carmelita Tropicana’s camp exceeds Davy’s formularions, contests the bourgeois
conventions within the Cuban exile community, and undermines the patriarchal
character of mosr representadons of Cuban and Cuban-American identity. A section
of her performance Mik of Amnesia stars Pingalito-—a name that sounds like a
diminutive of the Cuban slang for penis-—a character she plays in drag as a stereo-
typically loud Cuban man. Carmelita’s drag performance operates on an axis con-
cemned with more than biological gender difference. In this instance, the drag is cali-
brated also to represent and parody identitiesacross class, national, and generational
lines. Pingalito’s monologue represents a national character that is recognizable as a
Cuban form of masculine jingoism. A skit from the 1990 play Memorias de la revolu-
cién has Pingalito breaking away from the diegesis of the play and addressing the au-
dience in his capacity as tout guide and authority on cwbanidad. Pingalito wears rhe
nationa) dress of a Cuban male, the guayabera shirt. He also wears a brown fedora
hat and dark fifties-style glasses that are held together at the nose bridge with tape.
He punctuates his every locurion with a wave of or a puff on his large cigar. Pingalito
comments on the play’s diegesis and then proceeds to give'the spectator a context for
understanding the play, a lecture on Cuba. As a visual prop he pulls out a paper place
mat from his pocket. He explains that the place mat is from the restaurant Las Lillas,
a popular Cuban steak house in Miami. The reference to Las Lillas is a manif estation
of a certain mode of Cuban-American camp—it recalls a bit of middle-class Cuban-
American family-life culture within the context of lesbian performance art. The
camp speech-act references the elusive yet powerful binds between a past life in a typi-
ca) homophobic middle-class emigrant family in Miami and the bohemian art world
of New York avant-garde lesbian Lower East Side performance spaces such as the
Club Chandelier and the WOW Café. The place mat has a picture of Cuba on it and
it is titled "Facts about Cuba.” The first fact read by Pingalito is that “Cuba is the



Carmelita Tropicana. Phota by Dona Ann McAdarms.
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Pear! of the Antilles.” The character, speaking in a ridiculously exagperated accent,
proceeds to wax romantic about the beauty of the landscape The monologue con-
cludes with Pingalito performing a familiar form of Latino machismo as he describes
the showgirls at the famous club Tropicana as possibly the most impressive feature of
this landscape. Pingalito is incensed when he reads the next fact, an assertion that
Cuba s slightly smaller than Pennsylvenia. Pingalito warns the audience not to be-
lieve everything they read because he has been to Pennsylvania, and furthermore, he
has a cousin who lives in Pennsylvania, and he knows for a fact that Cuba is bigger.
With these first two facts, Carmelita establishes Pingalito’s overzealousness by his lu-
dicrous nationalism. The performance is especially poignant for second-generation
Cuban-Americans who have never seen the island and have had to depend on simi-
lacly hyperbolic tenditions of their Jost homeland. When Pingalito warns the audi-
ence not to believe everything they read, he signifies upon the condition of second-
generation Cuban Americans who have vo juggle, decipher, and translate propaganda
and anecdotal evidence in order to “know” their native land.

The third fact is that Spanish is Cuba’s navional hnguage. Pingalito comments
that it is a very beautiful language that Cubans speak with their mouths and hands.
This reminds Pingalito of one of his favorite Cuban sayings: “;Oye mano, adénde
esta tu abuela?” (Hey, brother, where is your grandmother?), which leads him to the
fourth fact: “Three-fourths of all Cubans are white and of European descent.”
Pingalito adds that of this three-fourths, most have dark tans al! year. He explains
that when asked about the location of his grandmother he responds “datk and
proud.” This last bit of cubana kitsch malces a joke that challenges predictable
racisms within the European Cuban population. Pingalito’s quip speaks to the
hypocrisy of Cubans who can trace their European roots to Spain but are nonetheless
unable to pin down that missing grandmother who is, more often than not, of
African descent.

Davy and other critics do not recognize the ability of lesbian camp to imagine
new realities. The rourine I have transcribed here is one in which camp not only ac-
cesses a new reality, but also lodges, through auspices of humor, a pointed social cri-
tique. Absent from Pingalito’s monologue is the “wink” that Davy wiites about. No
one is let off the hook; the ironic and sharp artacks on Cuban and Cuban-American
racism, sexism, and general hypocrisy are nor retracted. Homi K. Bhabha's description
of colonial mimicry as a form of imitton that resembles, but never quite succeeds in
reproducing, the colonizer's image funcdons to describe the mimicry that is at the
center of Carmelitd’s drag performances. This style of mimicry reproduces a facsimile
that misses because it is “not quite/not white.”?5 The effect of this image is not assim-
ilation, but rather menace to the colonial/dominant paradigm. Carmeliee’s mimicry of
the Cuban national character, and her decision to personify him as a machista, is a
funny, yet nonetheless serious, examination and exploration of cubaridad.

Carmelita's performance ultimately proves that mp and lesbian dag are spacious
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modes of seif-authorization and self-enactment. Drags elasticity exrends to depict vari-
ous subjectivities that traverse nor only gender identification, but also national, class,
and geographic identity coordinates. (Pingalito in “Memarias de la revolucion, for ex-
ample, is an older Miami-based Cuban exile who is sheltered within that city’s right-
wing Cuban power base while he pines for a mythical lost Cuba) Her performance as
Pingalito helps her access aspects of cubanmided and her mimicry of such aspects lodges
critical readings of these identities and the systems of power and entitkement that fiel
them. Carmelita’s drag does not wink at the jingoistic Cuban nationalist and reassure
him that everything is satisfactory; rather, it renders visible the mechanisms of privilege
that such subjectivites attempt to occlude.

The Importance of Being Choteo
The great Cuban anthropologist and ethnographer Fernando Ortiz defined the word
choteoin _his lexicon of cubanismos as follows:

In spite of the foregoing, theAfricanistthesis is more versimilar, founded as itis

on the locumi or yoruba term seb or chos, which means “to speak, w say,” and,

besides, “to throw,” “to tear,” “to cast out,” all of which harmonizes with the re-

spective sense of our chateo. From the root che or sob are derived sobrob, “to con-
verse,” sobrobelin, “ro speak to someone behind his back,” sehwerewere, “to
speak without thyme or reason.”

Likewise, porporgué chwa is “act of spying,” “to pry,” and lucumi cho s, also,
“to keep watch,” “to spy” which avoids the gypsy etymology of chota, as well as
that of choteo?

Ortz’s definition of choteo s central to this reading. The etymology he presents sug-
gests that choteo is imported from African culture as a mode of being, a style of per-
formance, a practice of everyday life. It signifies upon a range of activities that in-
clude tearing, talking, throwing, maligning, spying, and playing. All these verbs help
to partially translate the practice of chateo.

Gustavo Pérez Firmar questions the validity of Octe’s claims and suggests that
there might be more to some of the Eutopean origins of the word. At one point he
describes Ortiz’s text irself as being “untidy.” This critic does not explain, however,
that choteo is, by its very foundations, a creolization, a cross-cultural mix that often
resembles a cross-cultural mess. Ultimarely, Pérez Firnat extols_the text's virtues as
being a work of high modernism, virtually “T be Wasteland of modern dictionaries.”??
Itsfragmentation should not be confused with traditional modernism’s characteristics
because itoffersa glimpse ar the opetations of creolization in the specific form of the
practice of chateo.

I propose chotee as another optic, one that is perhaps aligned with a camp read-
ing, and, at other times, perhaps out of sync with such a hermeneutic, in order to de-
cipher Carmelita’s performances and production. Choree is Jike camp in that it can be
a fierce send-up of dominant cultural formations. Choteo, again, lke camp, can be a
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style of colonial mimicry that is simultaneously a form of resemblance and menace.
Both strategies possess a disidentificatory potential insofar as they mediate between a
space of identification with and total disavowal of the dominant culture’s normative
identificatory nodes,

Cuban essayist Jorge Mafiach also made an important contribution to the delin-
eation of choreo. For Mafiach, choteowas a performance style about the “cubane de la
calle” {the average Cuban on the street). His book Iridignacion del choteois concerned
with describing the Cuban national character and a pasticular strain of this character
that is chateo. For Madiach, choteois a pathological weak spot in the Cuban composi-
tion, a shortcoming, a lack of seriousness, a fault. This chapter sims, in part, to de-
pathologize this aspect of cubanidad and reconsider it as a strategy of self -enactment
thathelps a colonized or otherwise dispossessed subject enact a self through a critique
of the normative culture. A practitioner of choteo is known as a choteador Mafiach
describes choteo as “una actitud erigida en hébito, y esta habitualidad es su aracteris-
tica mds importante” (an attitude hardened into a hahit, and this habitualness is its
most important characteristic).?8 It is so hahitual it becomes systematic. Choreo is a
form of mockery and joking that systematically undermines all authority. It isa prac-
tice that perpetuates disarray, mixture, and general confision.?®

The character of Pingalito offers a powerfil example of chateo in action. Pingalito
is chateador par excellence. His monologue on race on the island and his citation of a
cryptic racist question are an instance where the chvreadon through mockery and ex-
aggeration, lampoonsthe polite racisms of everyday Cuban life. One should remem-
ber that this transpires within a camp performance that attempts to mimic and men-
ace these phobic national identifications.

A performance by Garmelita in The 1990 Decade §how at the Studio Museum of
Harlem contained sketches and bits that also serve as examples of Carmelita as
chateadaora. During one of her routines, the performance artist explains how she is
not just abeauty queen but is always thinking, which makes her an intellectual. She
thinks about origins. She wonders out loud where she, Carmelita, learned her famous
brand of Cuban-Japanese cooking, her well-known chicken sushi. She then wonders
how she, Carmelita, heard her calling to start her church of the born-again virgins,
which is based in the heart of the Lower East Side. Finally, Carmelita explains that
her calling came to her from the Virgin Mary. Taking her fresh-fruit boa and putting
it on her head like a heavenly shroud, Carmelita channels visions of the holy Virgin
that appeared to her at sea in 1955. This apparition is a chaeo retelling of the Virgen
de la Cobre, Cubd’s patton saint, a Virgin who appeared to sailors lost at sea. Carmelita
is in a rowboat, starving and knowing that the only food she has is one little Milley
Way. With the fruit boa/shroud, Carmelita deploys a booming voice, still retaining
the same thick and exaggerated Cuban accent, to retell her divine vision. The Virgin
announces herselfas Mary and explains that the goddess herself has chosen her to be
the next hottest Latin superstar. She qualifies this by explaining that she has to wait
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until Robert Redford discoversLatinosin The Milagro Bean field War. Carmelita takes
off the boa, assuming her usual persona, and jumps up and down exclaiming, “I
knew it, I knew it!” The Virgin continues to illustrate her future, calling, “Listen,
Carmelita, Cuba will no longer be your home, her revolution will not be your revo-
lution. Yours will be an international revolution to give dignity to Third World
women everywhere. Carmelita, the Kunst is your Waffen.” Carmelita drops the fruit
boa and respondsto the Virgin with some skepticism, “I don’t know about this Kunsr
thing, it sounds a little homoerotic.” The Virgin explains that Kunst is German for
art and Wz ffer means weapon, your art is your weapon. Carmelita accepts the
Virgin's prophecy; and at that very moment she decides to make art her life.

There is much to unpack from this skit. Performing Virgen de la Cobre drag is
perhaps that ultimate choree of “authority” for 2 pious Catholic Cuban or the syn-
cretic practitioner of Santeria. That autherity in this instance is not only the Virgin
but also 2 national symbol The Cuban Revolution is also satirized in this monologue
when Carmelita is told that it is not her revolution. Isuggest that this statement con-
notes, through the extravagant mockery of choreo, a powerful disidentification with
the Cuban zevolution. The simation for left-leaning Cuban-Americans in the United
States is a difficult one. Any citique of the Cuban Revolution instantly opens up
Cuban-Americans w© the charge that they are exactly like the right-wing anticom-
munist groups that dominate U.S. Cuban-American politics. Carmelitd’s realization
(what some would call an abandonment) that this is not her revolution, and that she
is instead fighting a revolutionary struggle for the recognition of the dignity of Third
World women everywhere, is the sober political kernel at the ‘center of the choreo
joke. Carmelita is disidentifying with the revolution, not rejecting it and not embrac-
ing it without reservations. Instead, she sees her progressive politics anchored in gen-
der struggles across the Third World. In asserting this agenda, Carmelita resists the
pull of programmatic Cuban exik politics. She wishes to transcend the murky poli-
tics around the island 2and instead embraceissues of gender and identity that have
been given secondary status by the revolution. It should be stressed that the prioritiz-
ing of gender politics does not mean the total abandonment of the revolution’s poli-
tics and achievements in overturning class hierarchies.

The remark that she will only become an international superstar after Robert
Redford discovers Latinos in The Milagro Bean field War indicates the ways in which
U.S. Latinas and Latinos are “discovered” by mainstzeam culture. That Latinas can
only ascend to superstardom after having the road paved for them by aging
Hollywood stars like Redford and vehicles like The Milagro Beanfield War is the
everyday redlity of U.S. Latinas/os in the media. Carmelitd’s quip is 2 choseoattack on
this reality, exposing the racist working of the entertainment industry and the wayin
which performers of colorare contained, limited, and exploited within that industry.

Once the performance artist adopts her mantra “your Kunstis your Waffen,”
she then proceeds to do 2 trilingual medley that weaves German and Cuban songs
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together. Her reperroire includes the folk classic “Guantanamera,” “Qué serd, serd,”
and “Oh, Tannenbaum.” This musical number is a choreo of multiculturalism, inter-
nationalism, and hybridiy, topics chat are treated wich deadly seriousness elsewhere.
Carmelita’s cracking voice and bogus accent point out the incoherency of such poli-
tics. Choteo revels in the chaotic, the ambivalent, the “untidy.” In this case, choreo elu-
cidates the ambivalent, complicated, mixed-up, and jumbled nature of the hybrid self
through this comical medley.

Carmelite’s performance can be read alongside Gloria Anzaldua’s description of
the culture-crossing new mestiza. For Anzaldya, the queer is the “supteme crosser of
cultures,” because

homosexuals have smong bonds with the queer whice, Black, Asian, Native
American and with the queer in Italy, Australia and the rest of the planet We
come in all colors, classes and races, all rime periods. Our role is to link people
wich each other—the Blacks with Jews and Indians wirh Asians with whites
with excraterrestrials. Itis to transfer ideas from one culture to another. Colored
homosexuals have more knowledge of other cultures; have always been at the
forefront (although sometimes in the closet) of all Jiberation struggles and have
survived them despite all odds?

1 hesitate to fully embrace Anzaldiia’s formulation because I worry that it conrains
the potential for being too celebratory of queer diversity, and in doing so elides the
recalcitrant racisms and phobias that are still present throughout queer culture. I see
Carmelita’s border-crossing medley as understanding these risks and, through choreo,
both celebrating what can be emancipatory about crossing borders and identifica-
tions and mocking this very practice, foregrounding what can be potendally disas-
trous, ridiculous, and even toxic about these connecting strategies.

Performing the Hybrid Seff

In rhis chapter, T have risked setting up a dichotomy where the intracmable connec-
tions between lesbian identity and Cuban ethnicity are discussed in wildly divergent
terms, thus setring up a false divide between the two identity coordinates. My inten-
tion has not been to consign camp style to lesbian subjectivity and suggest that choreo
finctions only as a strategy to read Cuban identity. Instead, I want to suggest how
Carmelita’s is a hybrid self; by better understanding her via her performance of this
hybridized self, we can begin to make inroads toward an understanding of the sur-
vivalist practice of dyke self -fabrication. Her choreo style is campy and choreo is in-
flected in her campiness. Carmelita does not hesitate to remind her sudience of her
various identity markers: she lists nightclub performer, beauty queen, intellecrual,
political activist, superintendent, and performance artisre. To this we can add camp
queen, diva, choreadora, female impersonator, male impersonator, lesbian, cubana en
exdlio, off-key songstress, and Carmen Miranda clone. All of these roles, identifica-
tions, and routines compose Carmelita Tropicana's hybrid self.
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It is important to specify thatthe mode of hybridity that Carmelita is 1epresenta-
tive of is a survivalist strain of selfproduction. Carmelita’s work is not a celebration
of a fixed hybrid identity. It is not a style of internationalism or cosmopolitanism.
Carmelita’s hybridity is enacted through petformance in much the same way that
Ella Shohat and Robest Stam describe the hybsid subject’s theatricality: “The Hybrid
diaspotic subject is confronted with the ‘theatrical’ challenge of moving, as it were,
among the diverse performative modes of sharply contrasting cultural and ideological
wotlds.”»

Griggers teminds us that

[clultural mappings of lesbian bodies will also have to include intermingling
among minorities. These specific sites of mixing and rransformation will shape
the political stakes and the political strategies for lesbian-feminist-queer-nation
alliance and any possible alliance between that configuration and ethiic minori-
ties. Take the case, from the 1950's to the present, of lesbians becoming only
with much difbculty lesbian-feminists and then becoming, after even more strug-
gle, lesbian-feminists of color (these hybridities were always present, of coutse,
but for years remained invisible within the minority social bodies of feminism
ot African-Amesicanism or Hispanic-Americanism). The history o this particu-
lar struggle over the intermingling of minortarian social bodies is entitely repre-
sentatdve of the dilemmas facing the traditional political notion of identiry poli-
tics grounded in a totalized, stable, fixed subject.3

Lesbians of color have complicated reductionist and antiracist understandings of
what lesbian identity might be® Catmelita, who is a cuoltural production herself, al-
ways appearing in chatacter, defies notions of a fixed subjectivity. Her queer and
cubana body is unstable and fragmented; it registers on itssurface the intermingling
of the identity bits that make up het performances and persona, because she appears
and participates in various forms of media (film, theater, mose experimental perfor-
mances) always within character, undermining notions of authenticity and realness
in favor of queer self-making practices. This self is not limited to the one perfor-
mance persona. Dmg identities such as Pingalito, who is a persona that is layered
over the already fictional construct of Carmelita, contribute to her queerly fabricated
self. Through the character of Pingalito, Carmelita assimilates and appropriates the-
atrical and performance practices from the world of gay male subcultures.

Tioyano’s film, as I have argued, is also a hodgepodge of different styles, influ-
ences, and genre. Its hybridity is a queer one that lets it crisscross from genres like the
women in prison film to the Latina American melodrama, from scenes like the les-
bian activist protest to a nightclub cabaret. It vltimately reasserts through the three
siblings of different races the diversity and complexity of U.S. Latina/o identities.
The sharp contrast between Sophia’s gold doos-knocker eartings and Carmelita's
super high-heel sneakers reminds one of the uiultiplicity of personal styles that also
fall under the hybrid category of the U.S. Latina.
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Troyano's film and the piece of (cultural) work that is Carmelita are instances in
which dominant culwre ismimicked, mocked, and finally worked until its raw mate-
rial can be recyled to ends thar are female, Latina, and queer-affirmative. Popular
forms are disidentified with, which means parodied with campy extravagance or
heclded by this mode of dissidence for ma joritarian culture. The spectator is left with
a gaudy spectacle that affirms self-subjecrivities that are both Latina and queer. These
productions, in turn, remind us that identity politics does not need only to be rooted
in essentialized notions of the self and simplistic understanding of resistance, bur
rather that it is essentially a politics of hybridity that works within and outside the
dominant public sphere, and in doing so contests the ascendant racial, sexual, and
class strictures.






Chapter 6

Pedro Zamora's Real World of Counterpublicity:
Performing an Ethics of the Self

Pedro Zamora died on November 11, 1994. He was twenty-two. The day after his
death, a cover story appeared in the Wall Streer Journal. The article explained that
Pedro received thousands of fan letters a week. It quoted one from a South Carolina
woman, who wrote: “I never thought anyone could change my opinion of homo-
sexuals and AIDS. Because of you I saw the human side of something that once
seemed so unreal to me.” The letter speaks to Pedro’s intervention in the public
sphere, Tt bears witness to the difference this young Latino’s life’s work made. In this
chapter, T will suggest that although these interventions in the majoritarian public
sphere were important, one would fail to understand the efficacy of the activist’s tac-
tics and the overall success of his life’s work if one only considered such letters.
Pedro’s work enabled the possibility of queer and Latino counterpublics, spheres that
stand in opposition to the racism and homophobia of the dominant public sphere.
Through this labor one begins to glimpse new horizons of experience.

In what follows, I will outline the activism and cultural interventions of televisu-
al activist Pedro Zamora and describe the way in which he performed what I under-
stand as a Foucauldian ethics of the self. This “working on the self” allowed Zamora
to wke a nextstep: 2 leap into the social through the public performance ofan ethics
of the self. I will also call attention to the ways in which this Cuban-American cul-
tural worker’s performances accomplished tasles that enabled the enactment of queer
and Latino identity practices in a phobic public sphere. These tasks include the de-
nouncement of the dominant public sphere’s publicity that fixes images and under-
standings of queerness and ltinidad; the enacrment of resistance to the reductive
multicultural pluralism that is deployed against them; the production of an interven-
tion within the majoritarian public sphere that confronts phobic ideology; and the
production of counterpublicity that allows the possibifity of subaltern counterpublics.

43
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In The Care of the Setf, the thitd volume of his Histary of Sexuality Miche)
Foucault elaborated, through a tour of antiquity and its philosophical underpin-
nings, an ethics of the se)f—a wotking on the self for others.! T'be Care ofthe Selfem-
phasizes an ethics around nourishing and sustaininga self within civil sodiety. Itis ul-
timately expedient to cite one of Foucault’s more elucidating interviews at some
Jength for the purpose of explicating “the care of the self” and its rootsin Hellenistic
and Greco-Roman culture:

‘Whart interests me in the Hellenistic culture, in the Greco-Romancculrure, start-

ing from the third century Be and continuing unti) the second or third century

afwer Chiist, is a precept for which the Grecks had a specific word, epimefeia

heasgon, which means waldng aré of oneself. It does not mean simply being in-
terested in onesclf, nordoes it mean havinga certain tendency to self-attachmenc -

ot self -fascination. Epimeleia heautou is a very powetful word in Greek which

means “working on” or “being concemned with” something. For example, Xeno-

phon used epimeleia heassou to describe agriculrural management. The respon-
sibility of a monarch for his fdlow citizens was also eFmeleia heaurou. That
which a doctor does in the course of caring for the patient is epimeleia heanrou.

It is therefote a very powerful word; it desceibes a sort of wotk, an activity; it

implies attention, knowledge, technique?

I consider the wotk of televisual activist Zamora to be just such a sost of “work? that
disseminated and “publicized” “attentions, knowledges, and techniques” that are con-
sequential to the project of minositarian subjectivity. I will suggest that Zamora
wotked within The Real World, which one should never forgetis a product of the cor-
porate entity MTV, and yet still managed to find ways to do this work despire the
corporate cthos that ordered that program. Foucaulthad, at a later stage in his think-
ing, decided that our understanding of power could be augmented by richer dis-
course on the subject. Work on the ethics of self ultimately allows us a new vantage
point to copsider the Jarger games of truch that organize the social and the relations
of these games to states of domination. Within the strucrure of MTV, and its corpo-
rate structure, Zamora performed his care of the self as truth game that "was faor oth-
ers,” letring them see and imagine a resistance to entrenched systems of domination.

It is important to note that Foucault’s “caze of the self” is based on the lives of
citizens and not slaves within antiquity. George Yidice has pointed out this limit in
Foucault’s project and has gone onto theorize how an “ethics of marginality” might
be extracted from Foucault’s project:

The problem with Foucault’s analysis, as I see it, isthatthe examples age drawn
from the aesthetic practices of Greek freeman and, mote important, modecnist
am. In both cases only elites engage in these particular types of self -analysis and
seff -formation. This does not mean, however, that Foucault’s framewotk pro-
hibits a prioriother types of self-formation selated to different social groups. On
the contraty, insofar as knowledge, politics (power), and ethics murtually condi-
tion each other, despite their relative autonomy, the particulasities of the group
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thar engages in ethical practices (its knowledges, its politics) must be raken into
consideration. If Foucault could trace the genealogy for dominant groups, it
should be equally possible to trace that of dominated and oppressed peoples.?

Yiidice outlines the very specific origins of Foucault’s paradigm. He suggests that
even though elitist and First Worldist limitations exist within Foucault’s paradigm,
this does not mean that “Foucault’s framework prohibits a priori other types of self-
formation related to diff erent social groups.” Yidice uses Rigoberta Menchw’s zests-
monso, I, Rigoberta Menchi: An Indian Woman in Guatemala, as an example when
unfolding his theory of an ethics of marginality: He uses the case of Menchii to amend
Foucault’s notion of “an aesthetics of existence” and transform it into an ethics in
which practical politics plays a central role. Yiidice explains that “We might say thata
"practical poetics’ is the ethical ‘self-forming activity’ in which the ‘self’ is practiced in
solidarity with others struggling for survival Menchij, in fact, has turned her identity
into a ‘poetics of defense.”” The example of Menchni and her testimonso potentially
clucidates our understanding of the politics that undergirds Zamora’s uses of the self,
his care of the self forothers. T he Rea!World employs what it calls “video confession-
als.” These confessionals have been small rooms within the casts's living space where
individual membets are encouraged to “confess” to the camera outside the space of
social negotiation. These spaces have been used by the cast as sites where they could
perform their selves solo and in private. Real Worlders have used these solo perfor-
mances to argue for themselves and their identities. These spaces of self-formation
are, of course, highly mediated by MTV, even more mediated than Menchi’s zestimo-
mio, which was transcribed and heavily edited by Elisabeth Burgos-Debray. Yer, this
corporate mediation does not foreclose the counterpublic building possibilities with-
in these video festfmonios. Whereas his housemates and cast members from other sea-
sons used the video confessionals to weigh in on domestic squabbles, Zamara used
them as vehicles to perform the self for others. Zamord’s wark, these quotidian video
performances, function like video zestimonios that convert identity into a “poetics of
defense.”

Following Yidice’s lead, I am disidentifyingwith Foucault’s paradigm insofar as I
am redeploying it and, to a certain extent, restructuring it, in the service of minori-
tarian idendty. This chapter is intetested in imagining an ethic of the minoritarian
self. Within a Foucauldian framework recalibrated to consider the minoritarian sub-
ject's care of the self, to work on oneself is to veer away from models of the self that
carrelate with socially prescribed identity narratives. The rejection of these notions of
the self is not simply an individualistic rebellion: resisting dominant modes of subjec-
tion entails not only contesting dominant modalities of governmental and stare
power but also opening up a space for new social formations. The performance of
Latina/o, queer, and other minoritarian ontologies—which is ro say the theatricaliza-
tion of such ethics of the self--conjures the possibility of social agency within a
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world bent on the negation of minoritarian subjectivities. My project here is to map
and document a minoritarian ethics of the self and, more important, the ways in
which representations of and (simultaneously) by that self signal new spaces within
the social. I wil! also suggest chat the televisal dissemination of such performances
allows for the possibility of counterpublic—communities and relatioralchains of resis-
tance that contest the dominant public sphere. Within radical movements, Zamora's
work may not register as progressive enough or may be seen as redundant. The fact
that he agreed to work within the tepid multicultural frame of the corporate entity
MTV might immediately dimirish his significance to already-established activist
communities. It is my contention that Zamora’s worlk was not for other activists,
queer or Latino, but wes instead for a world of potentizlly politicized queers and
Latinos; for a mass public that is structured by the cultural forces of homophobia and
racism; for those who have no access to more subculturally based cultural production
and grassroots activism. Thus, Zamora's activism preaches to the not yet converted,
and in doing so may not seem as radical as the work of other activists, but should be
acknowledged a s frontline struggle and agitation.

My focus on a nexus of identicy markers that circulate around queer and Latino
is of importance for various reasons. The AIDS emergency has become a painful
habit of being for many of us. Those of us who live inside and around Latino com-
munities and queer communities know the ways in which so much has been lost—
indeed, that the present and far too many futures have been robbed. The necessity of
publicizing such echics of the self, of moving these ethics beyond the privatized zones
of individual identities, is great during our contemporary health crisis.

But AIDS is only one of the reasons why publicizing and performing an ethics of
self seems so essential for Latina/o and/or queer politics. The disjunctures between
queer and Latino communities are many. The mainstream gay community ignores or
exoricizes Latino bodies, while many Latino communities promote homophobia. Yet,
as of November 1994, the month Zamora died, the linkages between queerness and
latinidadhave never seemed so poignant. The congressional election, nicknamed the
“Republican revolution” by some news media pundits, made the headlines by estab-
lishing the New Right’s majority status in the U.S. Senate and the House of Repre-
sentatives. This reactionary tidal wave also included legislation that was calibrated co
legislate against certain identities. Although two antigay measures were barely defeat-
ed in Idaho and Colorado, Califamia’s Proposition 187, which further erodes the na-
tion’s civil rights by denying health cre and education to immigsants who have been
classified as “illegal” by the state apparatus, was passed. The targeted immigrant com-
munities are non-Europeans, especially Latinos. An antilesbian and gay measure
passed in Colorade in 1992—which read very much like the harely defeated ordi-
nances in Idaho and Oregon—proposed that lesbians and gay men be saipped of
any basic civil rights that would acknowledge and protect their minority status. The
1992 Colorado proposition was eventually overruled by the Supreme Court. None-
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theless, the popularity of such initiatives says something about the national body:
homophobia, racism, and xenophobia are being codified in legislation. Certainly, it
can be argued that these hate discourses have always been the law of the land, yet
there is something particularly disturbing about the fact that the majoritarian public
sphere announces these prohibitions and discriminatory practices as sites to rally
around. Indeed, homohatred and Latino bashing are two of the New Right's most
popular agenda issues. The 1992 Republican convention made all of this quite clear
as countless speakers at the podium and delegates interviewed on the floor voiced
their anti-immigrant and “pro-family” (which is always antiqueer) rhetoric. The
1996 GOP convention chose to remove ultraright zealots Pat Buchanan and Pat
Robertson from roles of visibility, thus allowing much of their politics ofexclusion to
be relocated right below the surface of the televisual proceedings. Despite this prime-
time camouflage and a hollow rhetoric of “inclusion,” the New Right’s agenda,
spelled out in the GOP platform, still promised a repeal of civil-rights legislation,
further attacks on immigrants, xenophobic welfare reform, and more family values.

I am interested here in unveiling moments in which the majoritarian public
sphere’s publicity—its public discourse and reproduction of that discourse—is chal-
lenged by performarices of counterpublicity that defy its discriminatory ideology.
Counterpublicity is disseminated through acts that are representational and political
interventions in the service of subaltern counterpublics.’ The philosopher Nancy
Fraser, following the work of other ‘writers, has criticized Jiirgen Habermas’s account
of the public sphere for focusing primarily on the constitution of one monolithic
bourgeois public sphere at the expense of consideringother possibilities for publicity.
Even though Habermas’s work is essentially a critique of the bourgeois public sphere,
his lack of recourse to counterpublics essentially reinscribes the exclusionary logic
and universalism of the bourgeois public sphere. Counterpublics, for Fraser, “con-
test{ed] the exclusionary norms of the ‘official’ bourgeois public sphere, elaborating
alternative styles of political behavior and alternative norms of public speech.”® Fraser
points to the significance of subaltern counterpublics for women, people of color, gay
men and lesbians, and other subordinated groups. Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge
describe the public sphere as being composed of various farms of publicity that are
connected to different communities and modalities of publicity. Negt and Kluge’s
work maintains that counterpublics often emerge out of already-existing industrial
and commercial channels of publicity, especially the electronic media’

The act of petforming counterpublicity in and through electronic/televisual sites
dominated by the dominant public sphere is riskky. Many representations of counter-
publicity are robbed of any force by what Miriam Hansen has called the “market-
place of multicultural pluralism."® The practices of queer and Latino counterpublici-
ty—acts that publicize and theatricalize an ethics of the self—that I am mapping
present strategies that resist, often through performancesthat insist on local specifici-
ties and historicity, the pull of reductive multicultural pluralism.
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The best way we can understand the categories queer and Latina/o or letinidad
is 35 counterpublics that aze in opposition to other social factions. What is primari-
ly at stake is space. The mode of counterpublicity I am discussing makes an inter-
vention in public life that defies che white normativity andhereronormarivity of the
majoritarian public sphete. Thus, I am proposing that these tetms be conceptual-
ized as social movements that are contested by and contest the public sphere for the
purposes of political efficacy—movements that not only “temap” bur also produce
minotitarian space.

The theotetical schools I am blending here—social theory influenced by
Habermas and Foucault’s discoutse analysis—ace mote often than not pitced against
cach other. Habermas's thinking appeals to and attempts to teconstruct rationality.
Foucault’s, in its vety ptemise, s a critigue of rationality. The mappings that public-
sphere social theoty provide are exrremely generative ones. Yet, as I leave the work of
social theotists such as Negt and Kluge, Hansen, and Fraser and return to the major
source of these pasradigms, Habermas, [ find myself having misgivings with his pro-
ject’s philosophical tenecs—namely, his use of and investment in communicative tea-
son.” Habermasian communicative treason presupposes that within the framing of all
communicative gestutes there exists an appeal to an undeniable “good” that would
alleviate all disagreements within the social. Foucauldians and others find che cate-
gory of a universally defined good to be an exceedingly easy rarget.

My post-Habermasian use of the public sphete is primarily indebted to Negt and
Kluge's critique of Habetmas, especially their move to critique the underlying con-
cepts of universal reason that they identify in his project. Their critique urilizes
Immanuel Kant’s critical philosophy to problematize the category of an abstract prin-
ciple of generality. Theirwork then opens up space to conceptualize multiple publics,
complete with their own particularities.

Jon Simmons has explained that it is indeed difficult to locate Foucault on any
map of politics inherired from nineteenth-century philosophy. But he goes on to
add thar

Foucault does belong to a “we,” though chis “we” is not easily classifiable ac-
cotding to traditional categoties. How does one define the gay movement, fem-
inism, youth protests, the movements of ethnic and national minotities, and the
diffuse discontents of clients of educational, health and welfare systems who are
identified as single mothers, unemployed, or delinquent? His transgressive prac-
tees of self with writing, drugs, gay friendship and S/M operate in the space
opened by these movements Those whose designated desires, genders, ethnic
identities, ot welfare categotizations do not seem o fit in this space. It is in this
space where some women refuse to be feminine and become feminists; inwhich
black-skinned people refuse to be Negroes and become African-Americans; and
in which men who desite other men might refuse to be homosexuals and be-
come gay. Like Foucault, they practice politics of those who refise to be who
they are and strive wo become other.1
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The space that Simmons describes is what 1 consider the transformative political
space of disidentification. Here is where Negtand Kluge function for me as valuable
sipplements to Foucault’s mappings of the social This space, what Simmons calls
Foucault’s “we,” can be given a new materiality and substance when transcoded as
counterpublics. Fredric Jameson, in a fascinating essay on Negt and Kluge, sees this
cannecrion between the German writers and Foucault, despite the fact chat he is ulti-
mately opposed to Foucault and velarizes Negt and Kluge:

The originalicy of Negt and Kluge, cherefare, lies in the way in which the

hitherta critical and analytical force of what is widely known as “discourse

analysis” (as in Foucault’s descriptons of the restrictions and exclusians at work

in a range of so-called discursive formations) is now augmented, not to say com-

pleted, by the utopian effort to create space of a new type.!!

The definition of counterpublics that I am invoking here is intended to describe dif-
ferent subaltern groupings that are defined as falling outside che majoritarian public
sphere; it is influenced by a mode of discourse theary that critiques universalities and
favors particularities, yet it insists on a Marxian materialistimpulse that regrids trans-
gressive subjects and their actions as identifiable social movements. Thus, my notion
of a counterpublic resonates alongside Simmons'’s description of “those whase desig-
nated desires, genders, ethnic identities, or welfare categorizations do not seem to
fit.” The object of mystudy. Pedro Zamora, was, from the purview of the dominant
public sphere, one of those who did not seem to fit. In this way, his work can be
understood as a counterpublic response to dominant publicity.

The young Cuban-American activist disidentified with that dominant publicity,
watkingwith @ on one of its “channels,” MTV. Habermas, following the example
of Frankfurt schaol predecessor Theodor Adorno, would probably see MTV as the
providence of monopaly capitalism, lacked into a pattern of sameness that was only
calibrated to reproduce the consumer. A strict Habermasian reading could never see
MTYV as a stage where radical work could be executed Negr and Kluge understand
that, in this postmodern moment, the electronic media is essential to the reproduc-
tion of state capitalism and counterpublicity. Zamora also understood this. Using
his keen sense of counterpublicity, he spotted The Real World's potential as an exem-
plary stage. One need only consider the caver letter he sent M7V when he was ap-
plying for the show to understand how the young activist immediately saw the po-
litical potential of the medium. I will first cite a section of the letter where his pitch
challenges the producers to consider the possibility of having a person living with
AIDS on the show:

Sowhyshould I be on T /e Real World? Because in the real world thereare peo-
ple living productive lives who just happen to be HIV+ I think it is important
for peaple my age to see a young person wha looks and feels healthy, can parry
and have fun but at the same time needs to ke five pills daily 1o stay healthy.



I50 PEDRO ZAMORA'S REAL WORLD

On one of your episodes this season [season two) you had an HIV+ guy come
in and ralk about AIDS/HIV with the group. He was there a few hours and he
left. T wonder what kind of issues would have come up if that HIV+ guy would
be living with the group, sharing the bathroom, the refrigerator, the bedroom,
cating together? Everyday for six months. Things that make you go haynmm.12

Here Zamora describes the dramatic and televisual energy his inclusion in the show
would generate. He does not pitch his project in allits political urgencies. He under-
stands that one needs to disidentify with the application process to be given access to
the stage that the cable program provided him. He plays up the fact that his inclu-
sion would make for good TV as well as be an important political intervention. He
next speaks to his willingness to saciifice his ownprivacy for the sake of his activism:

1 know that being on The Real World-would mean exposing the most intimate
details of mylife on national television. How comfortable am I with thar Well,
I do that through my job every day.

If T can answer the questions of an auditorium full of fifth greders with in-
quiring minds, I am sute I could do it on national television.!3

Zamora is willing to sacrifice his right to privacy because he understands that sub-
jects like himself never have full access to privacy: Although the dominant public
sphere would like to casthim in the zone of private illness, it is clear that any fantasy
of 1eal privacy, as Bowers v. Hardwick signals, isalwaysillusory: In this statement, the
young activist conveys his understanding that his desites, gender identifications,
health, and national and ethnic minority status keep him from having any recourse
to the national fantasy of privacy to which other subjects in the public sphete cling.

Magic Johnson, who achieved celebiity before he tested positive for the virus,
uses his celebrity and the mass media in ways that are similar .to those used by
Zamora, who came into celebrity through The Real World. Hansen offers a 1eading of
Magic Johnson's case that is so relevant here that it is worth citing at length:

When basketball player Magic Johnson used his resignation upon having rested
positive to advocate safe sex he did mote than put his star stans in the service of
a political cavse; he made a connection, albeir a highly personalized one, be-
tween the industrial-commerdial public sphete of spotts, its local reappropria-
tion within the African-American community, and the counterpublic struggle
surronnding AIDS. While the latrer is by now organized on an international
scale, it continues to be marginalized domestically as a “special interest,” to be
denied public starus with reference to its roots in gay subculture. Johnson’s ges-
ture nor only made public a concern thart the neoconservative lobby has been
trying to delegitimize as private; it also, if only temporarily, opened up a discur-
sive arena, in both mainstream publicity and within the African-American com-
menity, in which sexual practices could be discussed and negotiated, rather than
merely sensationalized o1 rendered taboo. Not least, it provided a way to zeturn
sex education to schools from which it had disappeared under Reagan.14

Although there is much to say about the vastly divergent strategies of negotiation
that Johnson and Zamora employed, it.is useful to consider how the two men’s ex-
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amples are similar. Both used the power of celebtity to make counterpublic interven-
tions by way of using the mainstream media, a mode of publicity that is usually hos-
tile to counterpublic politics. Both used their national stages to appear to vatious
publics, including a mass public and the minoritized counterpublics from which they
locate their own identities. They also decided to combat the neoconservative strategy
of relegating a public health emergency to privatized and individualillness. Practicing
a public ethics of the self, both men thematized and theatricalized their illness as
public spectacles. The New Right is bent on removing AIDS from the public agenda,
nourishing ignorance through the suppression of safe-sex pedagogy, and finally, cut-
ting off federal support to people with AIDS (PWAs) and medical research. To better
understand Zamora’s exam ple, it is. useful to review the show’s five-season run, noting
shifts in each incarnation of the show.

Since its inception in 1991, MTV’s T /e Rea! World has included queers in its
“real-life” ensemble cinema verité-style melodrama The show’s premise is simple:
seven videogenic young people, all strangers, are chosen to live in a house together.
The twenty-something group is usually racially diverse. Its gender breakdown is usu-
dly four men and three women. It has had five different “casts” and five different in-
carnations, in five different citiess New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, London,
and Miami. Each season has included a gay or lesbian character. The New York cast
included Norman, a white man who sometimes identified as bisexual and sometimes
as gay. While being rather charismatic, Norman was something of a minor character
on the show; most of that season focused on the conttived sexual tension between in-
nocent country girl Julieand Eric, a New Jerseyan Herb Ritts model who was nomi-
nally straightand went on to host the illustrious MTV dance-partyshow Tl Grind.
Much steam was lost in the show's second season, in which the queer came as a mid-
season replacement. Beth was a white lesbian who worked in B horror-movie pro-
duction. Beth received probably less screen time than any other character in the
show’s five seasons. Norman and Beth both dated, but their sexual lives were relegat-
ed to “special episodes.” The way in which these two characters were contained and
rendered narratively subordinate to the show's straight characters is a succinct exam-
ple of the inane multicultural pluralism that Hansen has described. It also clearly dis-
plays some of the ways in which queers and the counterpublicity they might be able
to disseminate are rendered harmless within the channels of the electronic media and
the majoritarian public sphere. Zamora was the third season’s house queer. He did
not, however, fall into obscurity the way his queer predecessors had. Rather, he man-
aged to offer valuable counterpublicity for various subaltern counterpublics that in-
cluded USS. Latinos, queers, and people living with AIDS.

For five months Zamora was one of the few out gay men appearing regularly on
television.!> He was also one of the few Latinos seen regularly on national television.
Furthermore, he was one of the few out people living with AIDS on television. There
should be no mistake as to MTV’s motives in selecting Zamora. He was as handsome
as a model and rarely looked “ill” in any way. He was a Cuban-American, a group
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that comes as close as any Latino community in the United States to qualifying as a
“model minority.” Although articulate and skilled as a public speaker, he had a thick
Cuban accent that must have sounded very “tropical” to North American ears. One
could argue, in fact, that he walked a road that was paved by a previous “Latin star,”
Riclcy Ricardo ' Zamora was selected because of these features and his agency in this
selection process was none. He fit a larger corporate schema as to what MTV wanted
for the show and these reasons led to his being represented. Yet, Zamora was more
than simply represented; he used MTV as an opportunity to continue his life’s work
of HIV/AIDS pedagogy, queer education, and human-tights activism. Unlike his
queer predecessors, he exploited MTV in politically efficacious ways; he used MTV
more than it used him.

The fourth season of the show was set in London. At this point the show broke
from its pattern of havingan out house queer. The Real World London show was less
contentious than the San Francisco show. It only included one ethnic minority, a
black British jazz singer, and not one out lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgendered per-
son. It would seem that ethnic, racial, and sexual diversity that characterized the
show’s first three seasons was put on hold after the explosive San Francisco season
{discussed later in this chapter). I will argue thatthesoft multiculrural pluralism that
characterized the series was exploited and undermined by Zamora and some of his
peers. I am suggesting that the fourth season of The Real World can be read as a back-
lash of sortss which is to say that it was an escape from North American politics and
social tensions to a storybook England, a fantasy Europe that hadnone of its own
ethnic or sexual strife. (The roommates actually lived in a flat thar was made up
look like a castle.)

The £ifth season, set in Miami, represents a back-to-basics approach in which the
tried-and-true formula of nominal racial and sexual diversity was reestablished. The
Miami cast included two women of color: Cynthia, an African-American waitress
from Oakland, Califoznia, and Melissa, “the local girl,” a2 Cuban-American woman
from the Miami area. The house queer spot went once again to a white man, as it did
in the show’s classic first season. Dan, a college student from Rutgers University, was
raised in the Midwest, where he grew up watching theshow like many queer kids in
the United States. In a fearure article in Ow¢magazine, Dan spoke about the way in
which he, as a pre-out youth, marveled at seeing an out Norman in the show’s first
season. In the article he expresses his understanding that he was now, thanks to the
show, going to be the most famous gay man in America. The young Real Wotlder's
statement testifies to the counterpublic-making properties of the program. Dan as-
pires to be a model and a writer for flashy fashion magazines. His interviews on the
program and in the print media indicate that he was cognizant of a need to be a pub-
lic “role model” for queers, but his performances fell short of the radical interven-
tions that Zamora produced.

Dan understood the need to perform a positive image; Zamora, on the other
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hand, was conscious of the need to take the show's title seriously and be radically
real. A coffee-table fan book that MTV published in 1995 while the fourth season
was airing prints “sound bites” by many of the show’s stars, producers, and crew; the
book’s revenues go, in part, to the foundation started in Zamora’s name. In that
book, story editor Gordon Cassidy comments:

The one thing I feel best about in this show is what Pedro enabled us to present

to the rest of the countty, and not just abour AIDS, but about who he was a5 a

person, things that nerworks can'’t get away with. You think of the problems

networks have portraying gay relationships, interracial selationships, and he was
all of thosel?

The fact that Zamora was indeed all of these things is especially important, The
“realness” of Pedro and the efficacy and power of his interventions have as much to
do with the manner in which he insisted on being a c;)mplicatcd and intessectional
subject: not only gay but a sexual pesson; a person of color actively living with an-
other person of color in an intersacial selationship; a person living with AIDS.
Although Cassidy’s comments could be read as an example of MTV’s patting itself
on the back, much of what he is saying is accurate. As of this moment, with few ex-
ceptions, broadcast network television is unable and unwilling to represent queers
who are sexual yet not pathological, intersacial selationships, and stories about AIDS
that portray the fullness and vibrancy of such a life narsative.”

To understand Pedro’s intervention one needs to survey the status of homosexu-
ality on television at the time of his death in November 1994. A Los Angeles Times
feature article cites Richard Jennings, executive director of Hollywood Supports, a
group promoting positive gy portrayals in film and television, on the resurgence of
gay charactess in the media: “As gays have increasingly ‘comeout,” many viewers have
become aware of gay brothers, sisters and friends. Together with gay viewers, they are
increasingly asking for sympathetic gay portrayals.”!8 This lobbying is opposed by
right-wing activists such as the Reverend Louis Sheldon, head. of the Orange
County-based Traditional Values Coalition. Sheldon is quoted in the same article as
saying that “Homosexuals should not be postrayed at all on TV.” Sheldon, a bigot
who is notorious for “picketing” outside of AIDS memorials and funerals, feels that
sympathetic gay role models confuse viewers and contends that “If young males need
to identify with someone, they should identify with Clint Eastwood.”?” One might
wish tw dismiss Sheldon’s comments as the demented ravings of an Eastwood
groipie, but one cannot underestimate the influence that such zealots continue to
exercise over mainstream broadcasting.

Although some advertisers seem to have become more accepting of queer repre-
sentation—Ellen DeGeneres’s very public coming out in the spring of 1997 and the
appearance of a black gay supporting character in ABC's Spir City are evidence of
this—very few queer characters on television have, as of this writing, performed their
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sexualities on the screen. For example, when producer Darzren Star wanted to show
his gay chatacter, Mait, kissing another man on the season finale of Melrose Place in
the springof 1994, the Fox netwotk balked and asked them not to, afraid thatadver-
tisers would withdraw their advertising, as they did for a 1989 episode of ABC's #hirty-
somezhing that showed two gay men in bed together.

Within this context, Zamora's performance of self, his publicized ®care of the
self,” especially as represented in an episode that featured an exchanging of rings cere-
mony with boyfriend Sean, can be seen as radical interventions. In that episode,
originally broadcast on November 3, 1994, the two men kiss no fewer than seven
times in the half-hour program. Zamora’s romance was, according to producer John
Murray, sigpificant within the history of the show as it was, “probably the deepest
we've ever gotten into a relationship in our three seasons.? (Since then, Dan dated
two men in the show's ffth season, one a closeted white man, the other an out Cuban-
American. Although both these relationships seem significant in that they were rea/
queer couplings on television, neither bond seemed as serious oz ultimately as mem-
orable as Pedto’ and Sean’s.) When I suggest that such performances function as
couaterpublicity; I am imagining the effect that they might have on a queer child ot
adule whose access to queet cultures or energies might be limited or nonexistent.
These highly mediated images, brought into the fold through the highly mediated
channels of corporate broadcasting, still served as a site whete children and others
could glimpse a queer and ethnic life-wotld. What started out as tokenized reptesen-
tation became something larger, moze spacious—a mitror that served as a prop for
subjects to imagine and rehearse identity. This, in part, enables the production of
counterpublics.

It would be a mistake to elide the representational significance of Zamora's wotk
on the mainstream. Pedro, as Bill Clinton put it, gave AIDS avery “human face”
Beyond tha, he gave it a vibrant, attractive, politicized, and brown face. He showed
an ignotant and phobic national body that within the bourgeois public’s fantasy of
ptivacy, the binarism of public health and private illness could no longer hold—that
the epidemic was no longer an abstract and privatized concern. He willfully embod-
ied and called attention to all those things that are devastating and ennobling about
possessing a minotity subjectivity within an epidemic. Although MTV gave Zamora
a stage to do this wotk of education and embodiment, however, it should not be too
valotized for this contribution because it often attempted to undercut it. What fol-
lows is a brief synopsis of Pedto’s role and work on The Real World. It focuses on
those episodes that are pertinent to Pedro’s story or the stoty I am telling in this
chaprer. I then consider the show’s nineteenth episode in more d ewil.

The show begins with Coty; a college student from California who rendezvoused
with Pedto on a train? The young Anglo woman is vety taken with Pedro, and
Pedro, for his part, as he explains in a voice-ovet, wes expecting to meet a woman
who would be very much like Coty; very “all-American.” Soon all of the roommates



PEDRO ZAMORA'S REAL WORLD 155

are assembled: Judd, a Jewish cartoonist from Long Island; Pam, an Asian-American
medical studens Mohammed, an Afrian-American Bay Area musician and writer;
Pick; a white man who was a bicycle messenger; and Rachel, a Republican Mexican-
American from Arizona who is applying to graduate school?? (I am aware that the
preceding descriptions seem to be somewhat stock, but these were the primary iden-
tity accounts that the program offered) That first episode concluded with Pedro
sharing his scrapbook with his roommates. The scrapbook consisted of newspaper
clippings from around the nation of his activist work. This outed him to the rest of
the cast not only as queer but also as a person living with AIDS. Rachel was put off
by this display and proceeded, during an interview in the confessional,? to voice her
AIDSphobic and homophobic concerns about cohabiting with Pedro. Thus, that first
episode began with the “all- American girl” meeting the handsome youngstrangeron
a train and concluded with a conservative Latina expressing a phobic position against
the young AIDS educator. This episode framed Pedro as one of the show’s “star”
presences, unlike the queers from previous seasons.

Episode two presents an early confrontation between Pedro and the show’s other
star presence, Puck. Pedro objects to Puck’s post-punk hygiene in the kitchen and
throughout the living space. The show had hoped to frame this confrontation as a
sort of odd couple dilemma, but it ignored the fact that Puck’s lack of hygiene was
nothing short of a medical risk for a person living with a compromised immupe sys-
tem. While Rachel goes to an “Empower Ametica” fund-raiser and meets the New
Right's beloved Jack Kemp, one of ker personal heroes, Pedro goes on a first date
with Sean, an HIV-positive pastry chef with a disarming smile. Sean and Pedro’s ze-
lationship advances and the couple folls in love by episode six. Puck makes homo-
phobic jokes dbout Pedro during this episode. According to interviews with the cast
after the series was completed, these comments from Puck were a regular household
occurrence that was, through editing strategies, downplayed by the producers.

In episode eight, Pedro goes for a medical examination. He discovers that his
T-cell count has dropped significantly. This moment represents an important mo-
ment in TV history: a painful aspect of a PWA's quotidian reality is represented as
never before. This sequence is followed by one in which Pedro gives a safe-sex and
risk-prevention seminar at Stanford University. Puck, always vying for the house’s
attention, schedules a beachcombing expedition at the same time. Pam and Judd
choose to watch and support Pedro while Cory and Rachel join Puck. The show
crosscuts both sequences, emphasizing the divisions in the house. Tensions mount
during episode nine. Pedro and Sean become engaged and Puck reacts with what is
by now predicrable homophobia. The house confronts Puck on his behavioral
problems in episode eleven. Puck will not listen and Pedro delivers an ultimatum to
the house: it is either him or Puck. The members vote, and Puck is unanimously
ejected from the house.

In episode eleven, Pedro travels with Rachel to Arizonato meet her Catholicand
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Republican family. Pedro is exceedingly diplomatic with the family and connects
with them as Latinos. Rachel’s parents, both educators art a local school, invite Pedro
to talk about AIDS at their workplace. One student asks if he still has sex and
whether or not he has a girlfriend. There is a tight shot of Rachel’s mother looking
worried and seemingly holding her breath. Pedro pauses,then answers thathe'is in “a
relationship” and continues to practice safe sex. There is a cut to a shot of Rachel’s
mother looking relieved. This maneuver shows what is for many antihomophobic
spectators a difficult and problematic moment. Deciding 7ot to be out and ot per-
form and inhabit his queerness at that moment was a worthwhile compromise in the
face of his professional work as an AIDS educator dealing with adolescents in a pub-
lic school. Tt can also be understood, at least in part, as a moment of Larino alle-
giance, where queerness is displaced by the mark of ethnicity. Understanding this
disidentification with his queerness as a disservice to queers or his ownqueer identity
would be erroneous in thar these shurdings and displacements are survival strategies
that intersectional subjects, subjects who are caught and live between different mi-
noritarian communities, must practice frequently if they are to keep their residences
in different subcultural spheres.

Episode thirteen focuses on Pedro’s retumning home to Miami and his best friend
Alex. The homecoming is cut short when Pedro becomes sick. Zamora, in a post—Rea!
World interview, explained that he had wanted to show it all, the good days and the
bad days24 Representing the totality of living with AIDS was very important for his
ethics of the self, his performance of being a self for others. Thart episode gives a fam-
ily history and background. Pedro emigrated to the United States in the Mariel boat
lift in 1980. He lost his mother tocancer at the age of fifteen, a tragedy that rocked
his family. His family is represented as a very typical blue-collar Cuban-American
family. Cuban-Americans, especially Miami Cubans, are associated with right-wing
politics and values. It is thus important to see this family embrace their son and
brother without hesitation. The image of Cuban-Americans loving, accepting, and
being proud of a gay son complicates the map of /inidad that is most available
within US. media. The better-known map that positions Cubans on the far right
and Chicanos on the far left, while demographically founded, is nonetheless a reduc-
tive depiction of larinidad.

Episode sixteen depicts Pedro’s bout with pneumonia that eventually leaves him
hospitalized. The housemates experience a feeling of helplessness that is common in
support communities for people with AIDS. By the next episode, Pedro is out of the
hospital and accompanies the rest of the cast on a trip to Hawaii. By the twentieth
and final episode, Pedro has become very close to Cory, Pam, and Judd. The cast is
shown moving out of the Lombard Street flat.

The second-to-last episode, episode nineteen, points out the restraints that the
show’s producers put on Zamora's performances and the way in which the young
Cuban-American responded to them. Pedro’s romance became the major romance of
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the show: Sean never fell out of the picture the way Norman’sand Betlt's partners and
flirtations did. Sean became part of Pedro’s quotidian reality. Both made their pres-
ence continuously known in the San Francisco flat. A few weeks into their relation-
ship, Sean proposed marriage to Pedro and Pedro accepted. In response, the show’s
other “star” presence, Puck, decided to one-up the queer couple by proposing mar-
riage to his new girlfriend Toni. Puck stands as proof that not all counterpublics
challénge the way in which the social is organized by the dominant cubture. Puck’s
counterpublic is a juvenile version of rugged individualism; it represents a sort of soft
anarchism that relativizes all political struggles as equivalents to his own exhaustive
self-absorption. The competing modes of counterpublicity between Pedro and Puck
eventually contributed to the breakdown in the domestic space that concluded with
Puck’s being asked to leave.

Episode nineteen tracks Pedro’s and Puck’s respective romances. Pedro’s quesr-
ness is played against Puck’s heterosexuality. The episode crosscuts between the two
pairings. One questions the producer’s rationale for juxtaposing Puck and Toni’s ro-
mantic relationship with Pedro and Sean’s commitment ceremony. Because Puck was
ejected from the house, producers continued to film his encounters with his former
housemates Cory, Rachel, and Judd. But except for this penultimate episode, there
had been no presentation of Puck independent of his housemates.

Early in the episode, Sean and Pedro are shown in bed together as they lie on top
of each other and plan their commitment ceremony. To MTV's credit, there has
never been any scene of queer sociality like it on television. The scene of two gay
men of color, both HIV positive, in bed together as they plan what is the equivalent
of a marriage is like none that was then ar now imaginable on television. The trans-
mission of this image throughout the nation and the warld is a valuable instance of
counrerpublicity. Edited within this scene are individual video bites by both partici-
pants. Sean explains that

[bleing wi th Pedro, someone who is so willing to trust and love and sort of be

honest with, is refreshing. I think that knowing that Pedro does have an AIDS

diagnosis and has been getting sick makes me recognize the need to be here
right now. I know that one of us may get sick at sometime but [it is this] under-
lying understanding or this underlying feeling that makes it a lot easier.

Sear’s statement and his performance in front of the video camera explain their reason
for having a formal bonding ceremony as being a response to a radically refigured tem-
porality in the face of AIDS. This, too, is an important instance of nationally broadcast
counterpublic theater that provides an important opportunity for the mass public to
glimpse different life-worlds than the one endorsed by the dominant ideology.

Yet, the power of this image and Sean’s statement is dulled when the program
cuts to its next scene. The gay coupling scene is followed by Puck and Toni’s coupling
ritual. Puck, in a voice-over, announces that he and Toni are made for each other, that
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they are, in fact, “a matched pait” They go window-shopping fora wedding ring and
Toni eyesa ring that she likes; Puck scolds het and tells her that the window item isa
cocktail ring, not a traditional wedding ring. He then offers to buy her a tie clip in-
stead. (This footage is of mere window-shopping; later, the other couple is shown ac-
tually sclecting bands.) Sean's voice-over is natratively matched with the playful Toni
who explains that “{w]hen I first met Puck he was stinking and looking for a mate. I
think we're in love I know we're in love” Whereas Sean and Pedzo ate preparing for
an actual ceremony; Toni and Puck are shown hanging out. Toni and Puck are not
planning any sort of ceremony. The producers’ strategy of matching the story lines
and making them seem equivalent is resolved by crosscutting the commitment cere-
mony with one of Puck’s soapbox derby races. Toni is shown cheering Puck on as he
races his green boxcar.

Since he inception of The Rea! Warkd, its producers have always hoped for a ro-
mance to etupt on the set between cast members. Thathas yet to happen.25 In lieu of
such a relationship, the producets hope for an interesting relationship berween a cast
member and outsider. Sean and Pedro’s tomance emerged eatly on as the show’s most
significant telationship. I am arguing that the series producers were unable to let a
queer coupling, especially one as radical as Sean and Pedro’s, to stand as the show's
actual romance. Pedro’s and Sean’s individual performances and the performance of
their relationship wete natratively undermined by a strategy of weak multicultural
crosscutting that was calibrated to dampen the radical charge that Pedro and Sean
gave T he Real World.

Despite these efforts by the show's producers to diminish the importance of
Pedto and Sean’s telationship, the cetemony itself stands as an amazingly powerful
example of publicly petforming an ethics of the self while simultaneously theatrical-
izing a queer counterpublic sphere.

The ceremony begins with a shot of a densely populated flat. Sean and Pedro are
toasted by Etic, a friend of the couple who has not appeared on any previous episodes,
and who delivers a touching toast:

Ir gives me a lot of pleasure and I see it as a real pleasute to speak on behalf of

Sean and Pedro and to them. In your love you remind us that life is about now

and love is about being thete for one another. It is with real bravery that you

open your hearts to each osherand I think it’s with real hope that you promise

your lives to each other. We stard with you defantly and bravely and with real
‘hope. To the adorable couple. (My emphasis)

This toast is followed by equally elegant statements by both Pedro and Sean. Erics
statement is significant because it marks the way in which Pedro and Sean’s being for
themselves (to ‘each other”) is, simultaneously, a being for others (“We stand with
you™). This cetemony is like none that has ever been viewed on commercial televi-
sion. It is a moment of counterpublic theater. The commitment ceremony not only
inspires the gathering of spectators at the ceremony to stand together bravely; defi-
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antly, and with hope, but also, beyond the walls of the Lombard Street flat and be-
yond the relatively progressive parameters of San Francisco, it inspires a world of tele-
visual spectators.

The Real World is overrun by queers. Queer bonds are made manifest in ways
that have never been available on cable or broadcast television. Pedro’s insistence on
masterigg the show’s format through his monologues, domestic inrerventions, and
continuous pedagogy are relaxed in the sequence just described. Here the public
sphere is reimagined by bringing a subaltern counterpublicinto representation. The
real world is overrun by queers—queers who speak about those things that are tersi-
fying and ennobling about a queer and racialized life-world. The commitment cere-
mony sequence in many ways sets up the show’s closure. Puck’s antics, crosscut and
stacked next to the commitment ceremony; are narratively positioned to lessen the
queer spin put on T/e Rea/ World by Pedro. Such a strategy is concurrent with the
show’s pluralist ethos. Queer commitments, enezgies, and politics are never quite lefe
to stand alone.

The way Puck’s relationship is used to relativize and diminish the emotional and
political impact of Pedro and Sean'’s relationship is reminiscent of Pedro’s selection to
be included in the cast with and in contrast toRachel, the young Republican Latina
Agsin, the ideologiclly bold move of representing an activist such as Pedro as a rep-
resentative of latinidad is counterbalanced by a reactionary Latina. The fact that
Rachel and Pedro later bond as Latinos, despite their ideological differences, is narra-
tively satisfying, producing a sense of hope for the spectator invested in pan-Latino
politics.

The performance of a commitment ceremony itself might be read as an aping of
heterosexual relationships. Such a reading would miss some important points. In a
voice-over before the ceremony, Pedro discusses the need to “risk” being with Sean.
He poinrs to the ways in which this relationship, within the confines of his tragically
abbreviated temporality, forms a new space of self, identity; and relationality. It is, in
Foucault’s terms, a new form. The couple form, crystallized as the bourgeois hetero-
sexual dyad, is shattered and reconfigured. Indeed, this is a disidentification with the
couple form. When one is queer and knows that his orher loved one is dying, the act
of “giving oneself” to another represents an ethics of the self that does not cohere
with the prescribed and normative coupling practices that make heterosexuals and
some lesbians and gay men want to marry. Pedro and Sean’s ceremonial bonding is
not about aping bourgeois heterosexuality; rather, it is the enacting of a new mode of
sociality. Foucauk, in an oftenited interview on friendship, suggested thatwe under-
stand homoszxuality not so much as a desire, but rather as something that is Zesir-
able. He oxplains that we must “work at becoming homosexual and not be obstinate
in recognizing that we are.”26 Homosexuality is desirable because a homosexual way
of life allows us to reimagine sociality. The homosexual needs to “invent from A to Z
a relationship that is formless® and eventually to ammive ata “mukiplicity of relations.”?”
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Becoming homosexual, for Foucault, would then be a political project, a social move-
ment of sorts, that would ulimately help us challenge repressive gender hierarchies
and the structural underpinnings of institutions. Thus, mark Sean and Pedro’s union
as something new, a new form that is at the same time formless from the vantage
point of established state hierarchies.28 The new form that Sean and Pedro’s perfor-
mances of self brings into view is one that suggests wotlds of possibility for the mi-
noritarian subject who experiences multiple forms of domination within larger sys-
tems of governmentality.

When considering Zamora's lifework one is struck by his accomplishments, inter-
ventions within the dominant public sphere that had real effects on individuals (such
as the woman from South Carolina whose letter was cited at the beginning of this
chapter), and other interventionsas an activist. Zamora tested positive for HIV while
still in high school, a few years after he arrived in the United States with his parents
and two siblings in 1980 with some one hundred thousand other Cuban refugees who
sailed to Florida in the Mariel boat lift. His activism began not long after he tested
positive for the virus. Zamora testfied before the Presidential Commission on AIDS
and twice before congressional committees, took partin a publicservicead campaign
for the Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention, and was appointed to a Florida
government panel on AIDS. He also gave manyinterviews in the print and electron-
ic media. I first encountered Zamora before his tenure on MTV. I saw him and his
father on a local Spanish-language television news program in south Florida while I
was visiting my parents during college. As I'sat in the living room with my parents, I
marveled at the televisual spectacle of this young man and his father, both speaking a
distinctly Cuban Spanish, on television, talking openly about AIDS, safe sex, and
homosexuality. I was struck because thiswas something new; itwasa new formation,
a being for others. I imagined countless other living rooms within the range of this
broadcast and I thought about the queer children who might be watching this pro-
gram at home with their parents. This is the point where I Jocate something other
than the concrete interventions in the public sphere. Here is where I see the televisu-
al spectacle Jeading to the possibility of new counterpublics, new spheres of possibili-
ty, and the potential for the reinvention of the world from A to Z.



Chapter 7

Performing Disidentity:
Disidentification as a Practice of Freedom

Thereare the limits to the strategies, tactics, and performativities that I have been ex-
ploring. There is also mote to say about disidentification, its nuances, and its intrica-
cies. This chapter will consider questions of publicity and privacy. It will also further
elaborate the concept of counterpublicity. Questions that emerge around the public/
private thematic will lead me to interrogate “the place” of multiculturalisni within
the politics of disidentification. I will follow these threads from the preceding chapeer
on Pedro Zamora’s work by considering two other cultural workers (one a conceptu-
al artist, the other a transgender sex worker turned evangelist} who shared similar
idendty coordinates with Z amora and, more important, employed disidentificatory
performances to do their work.

By “limits” I mean something other than failures. Instead, I want to call atten-
ton to some of the material and psychic forces that work against the disidentifying
subject. I wish to disarm a precritical celebratory aura that might attach irself not
only to disidentification but also to some of this book’s other key words: hybridiy,
quecrness, migrancy, autoethnography and so forth. Let me be clear about one thing:
disidentification is about cultural, material, and psychic survival It is a response to
state and global power apparatuses that employ systems of racial, sexual, and nation-
al subjugation. These routinized protocols of subjugation are brutal and painful. Dis-
identification is about managing and negotiating bistorical trauma and systemic vio-
lence. I have gone to great lengths to explicate, render, and imagine complicated
strategies and tactics that enacr minoritarian subjectivity. I have wanted to posit that
such pracesses of self-actualization come into discourse 43 a response to ideologies
that discriminate against, demean, and attempt to destroy components of subjectivi-
ty that do not conform or respond to narratives of universalization and normaliza-
tion. The disidentifying subject is not a flier who escapes the atmospheric force field
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of ideology. Neither is she a trickster figure who can effortlessly come out on top
every time. Sometimes disidentification is insufficient.

Failed Transformations

In the Introduction, I wrote that disidentification is not an appropriate strategy for all
minoritarian subjects all of the time. T Tranyormation (1996), a follow-up by Susana
Aiken and Carlos Aparicio to their powerfol 1990 documentary The Salt Mines
(1990), will serve as an example to help me illustrate the “limits of disidentification.”

T he Salt Mines wotked for me as something of an antidote to Jennie Livingston’s
famous documentary Parss [s Burming (1991). I programmed the film for a queer
film collective I wotked with in North Carolina in the early 1990s. Paris Is Bumning
presented a highly sensationalized rendering of Latino and black transvestite and
transsexual communites. T /e Salt Minesand T he Transformaiion, two texts that have
received far less critical consideration, have offered a narration of transgender com-
munities of color in New York City that has resisted the impulse to glamotize the ex-
petience in the way that Paris s Burning does.! Poverty and disease, for instance,
have not been sacrificed in these videos for the sake of spectacle and style, as they
were in Livingston’s film. Thus, I think of the Aiken and Aparidio videotapes as anti-
dotes of sorts to the overexposed Paris [s Burming. They offer a much starker and less
glamorous rendering of the minoritarian subject specifically Latino transsexuals. The
“salt mines” of the video’s title is taken from the name given by its inhabitants to the
patking lot of 2 New Yotk City salt rescrve that had been converted into a makeshift
transgender village. The video documents the lives of different transvestites and
transsexuals who Jived in the broken-down garbage trucks atthe salt reservelot. This
community of homeless queers of color is not shown voguing in spectacular balls.
Instead, the video depicts the queens cooking hamburgers over a campfire, shooting
up female hormones, and “reading” each other. Many of the salt mine’s population
are on crack and a lazge number are sex workers. Beyond these activities, the queens
of the salt mines do quitea bit of talking. One of the best talkersis one of the video’s
most engaging documentary subjects: Sara. Sara is a transgendered subject who was
born male and has been shooting female hormones over the course of many years.
Sara and the other queens of The Sals Mines ate preyed on by missionaries who are
interested in winning their souls. The queens are highly skeptical of these mostly
white evangelists whose notion of salvation is decidedly antiqueer and homophobic.

The Tiansformaiion begins with a letter sent to Aiken and Aparicio by Sara, who
now, four years after the events depicted in The Sals Mines, has relocated to Texas and
is going by the name Ricardo. Ricardo is Sard’s male birth name. He has taken on
this name in the same fashion that he has taken on a hererosexual identification and
a conversion to fisndamentalist Christianity, Ricardo has even gone so far as to marry
a woman from his church group. Even though Sara had breasts and had undergone
years of guerrilla hormone therapy, he is trying to masculinize himself to fit into his
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new community. This masculinization includes having his implants removed, cutting
his hair, and renouncing his homosexual desire.

His job, it would seem, is to be a good husband to his wife and work with the
white male evangelical soul hunter who snared him. He works as an assistant and a
walking “example.” In the course of the documentary; Ricardo and the white maa go
after two of his former friends from The Salt Mines and fail to convert either. One
queen, who has justgotten out of jail, rejects che evangelical proposition, explaining
that she @n never pretend to live as a man. The other queen is no longer living on
the street and has returned to her family, who now accept her as a sister, daughter,
and aunt. Ricardo strikes out in both his attempts to convert his former friends.

It is not difficult to understand why Ricardo has made this transformation. The
chief reason is his health status. Ricardo was living with AIDS. His already tragically
shortened life span would have been even more painfulif he had continued te live on
the street in poverty and malnourished. His cheice to leave the street for the relative
warmth and comfort of the materially supportive church community is an act of sur-
vival that can possibly be understoed as a disidentification. Ricardo worked with and
on the ideclogy of born-again Christianity, attempting to benefit from its rewards
(material support, supportive communities, companionship) while resisting total co-
aoptation by that discourse. Ricardo’s disidentification, like other forms, entailed 2
series of negotiations. The cost of Ricardd’s “transformation” was his breasts, his homo-
sexual desire, and his queerness. He tried his best to pesform normative hetero-
sexuality. The interviews with his wife and other members of the Texas community
indicated that he had made serious inroads—he was accepted and nurtured. Yet at
what cost? It is clear that Ricardo compromised a great deal to reformulate his identi-
ty into a form that was legible to and compatible with born-again Christianicy.

Yet, Ricardo’s attempt at disidentification failed. The video ends with a chilling
monologue in which a tired and infirm Ricardo seems especially bitcer and sad. His
final wish is not to appear ridiculous to othersin his illness. He admits that he never
successfhlly negotiated his desire—that he missed the touch of other men tremen-
dously. This last monclogue was recorded shortly before his death. The viewer can-
not help but feel the stinging sadness of Ricardo’s life—compromising his self to the
dominant ideology cost too much. The sadness is underscored by a juxtaposidon of
images of Sara in T he Salt Mines laughing and indignant in the face of overarching
adversity and heartbroken Ricarde’s final video monologue.

Sara/Ricardo was not a queeractivist like Pedro Zamora, but a traditional docu-
mentary subject—which is not to say that he did not, like Zamora, attempt to mess
with the protocols of documentary practice. Ricardo’s church knew of the previous
documentary and Sara’s role in it and attempted to use the video artists Aiken and
Aparicio to spread “Ricardo’s message/example” in a new documencary. Aiken and
Aparicio tock the church and Ricardd’s bait, yet cleatly had no intention of being
reeled in. Instead of chronicling the triumph and salvation of Ricardo’s new life, they
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recorded the way in which he failed to convert his fellow “salt mines” alumni, the dif-
ficulties of his marriage, his persistent yet stifled desire for other men, and the sad-
ness of his death. Ricardo’s disidentfication was not in the service of a larger practice
of freedom like the disidentifications enacted by Zamora He disidentified with the
church that used him, the “salt mines” community, and his own desire as 2 man who
desired other men. He attempted to refashion himself in an attempt to negotiate 2
homophobic public sphere and a world of poverty that would accelerate his iliness.

Any comparison of Sara/Ricardo with Zamora requires a consideration of the
class differential betwren the two. Both emigrated in the Mariel boat life of 1980.
Zamora, 2 small boyat the time, was raised in the working-class Cuban community
of Hialeah Less is known about Sara/Ricardo. We do know that he came of age in
Cuba, and it is likely that he was one of the many homosexuals who were ejected
from the island during the boat lift. His immigration eventually led to the life of
homelessness depicted in The SaltMines, Although Zamora was essentially working-
class, he had access to channels of representation that Sara/Ricardo could never have
dreamed of . Zamora's relative class privilege afforded him opportunities and possibil-
ities denied to the older immigrant. It might be hypothesized that strategies and
practices that constitute disidentification are, for the most part, more readily avail-
able to subjects whose class privilege gives them access to systems of representation.

The story this chapter tells shifts to yet another Cuban-American. Felix Gonzalez-
Torres immigrated to rhe United States in the 1970s via Spain and was able, unlike
both Zamora and Sara/Ricardo, to pursue a higher education. He rose to famne in the
art world during the late 1980s. He died at the zenith of his fame in January 1996.
Gonzalez-Torres rejected rhe general strictures of identityand what he understood as
the constraints of multiculturalism. Sara/Ricardo had no access to the spheres of
publicity and culture that Zamora or Gonzalez-Torres operated wichin. Yet, all three
Cuban-Americans, operating in vasdy different fields of television, evangelical reli-
gion, and the New Yark City art world, all used disidentificatory performances to re-
make the self Whereas Zamora worked to publicize his minoritarian identity within
the dominant public sphere while disidentifying with his televisual “Real World” and
Sara/Ricardo denied and rejected his minoritarian identification in hopes of crafting a
majoritarian self, Gonzalez-Torres rejected the very tenets of identity. Instead, through
his disidentificatory performances of self, he achieved what I would provisionally call
disidenzity. | am not positing disidentity as a sort of “anti-identity.” Instead, Ioffer the
concept as a heuristic example that aims to help explain a subject such as Gonzalez-
Torres, who rejected any route understanding of “identity” but nonetheless called for
what1 see as a reconstructed identity politics. The artist’s particular version of identity
politics critiqued simplistic pluralism and weak multiculturalism as it called for an
engagement with the guestion of identity. Although any of the artist’s images might
invoke a queer or Latino life-world for minoritarian cognoscent, such meanings, while
central, are not the onlyavailable ones. Identity is never pinned downed by represen-
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tation in Gonzalez-Torres’s work; his disidentificatory strategies of cultural production
eschew representation for performance, specifically, disidentificatory performance.

Identity against Iself: Felix Gonzalez-Torres and the Limits of Multiculturalism

Like Sara/Ricardo and Pedro Zamora, Gonzalez-Torres was queet, cubano, and a per-
son living with AIDS. His work never invoked identity elements in any obvious way:
He depended on a minimalist symbolic lexicon that disidentified with minimalism’s
own self -referentiality. Gonzalez-Torres’s minimalism evoked meaning and employed
coninotation, using the minimalist style to speak to a larger social order and to ex-
panded issues of identity. His refunctioning of minimalism enabled him to rethink
identity and instead opt for a disidentity.

I am not the first to mark his nuzanced relationship to identity. Robert Srorr, for
instance, has stated:

In an art world too often obsessed with simplistic affirmations of origin or
essence, Gonzalez-Torres eschews the role of Latin [sic] artist or queer artist or
even acdvist artist, while using everything that his expericnce as a Cuban-born,
politicdly committed gay man has taught him. ‘Whar he has learned is that in
America’s presently chauvinist climare, loudly declaiming who you are frequently
preempts showing an audience what you see.?

Although the artist does not speak from the space of an identity, his work is influ-
enced and shaped by a vision that is dways structured through his own multiple
horizons of experience. This is true of almost anyone, but in the case of Gonzlez-
Torres one needs to consider the ways in which his horizons of experience have been
debased and stigmatized within the dominant channels of representation. By refusing
to simply invoke identity, and instead to connote it, he is refusing to participate in a
particular representational economy. He does not counter negative representations
with positive ones, but instead absents himself and his work from this dead-end
street. One need not turn to art critics to verify this point; the amist himself spoke
eloquently on the subject. Indeed, in all his work, interviews, teaching, and public
lectures, he actively rebelled against any reductive understanding of how his identity
affecrs his cultural production. In his response to interviewer and fellow artist Tim
Rollins, who asked about the the “content” of his work, Gonzalez-Torres articulated
his own understanding of how identity formation is more complicated than most fa-
miliar models of multculturalism:

Tmv [Rowms]: I've heard a lot of grumbling, Felix, about the lack of an
overt political or Latino content in your work.

FeLix [Gowzarez-Torees): (laughing) Well, 1 just want to start by saying
that the “maracas” sculptures are nexd I'm not a good token. I don’t wear
the right colors. I have my own agenda. Some people want to promote
multiculturalism as long as theyare the promoters, the circus directors. We
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have an assigned role that’s very specific, very limited. As in a glass vitrine,
“we”—the “other”—have to accomplish ritual, exotic performances to satisfy
the needs of the majority. This parody is becoming boring very quickly.
Who is going to define my culture? It's not just Borges and Garcia Marquez,
but also Gertrude Stein and Freud and Guy Debord—they are all part of my
formation3

Gonzalez-Torres foregrounded the complexity of contemporary hybrid identties.
Given his Latino ethnicity, a sector of the arts community expected his work to be
influenced and shaped by a strong identification with Latin American masters. Iden-
tifications with a very queer Anglo-American modernist, the father of psychoanalysis,
or a French high theorist of the spectacle are not, according to the critics the inter-
viewer invoked earlier in their dialogue, proper identifications for the artist.

When Gonzalez-Torres, out of frustration, asked, “Who is going to define my
culture?” he was expressing a view shared by all the cultural producers considered in
this study. The roles that are available within dominant culture for Latino/a and
other minority identities are narrow, static, and fixed. These identity constructs are
more often than not exotic rituals and performances commissioned by mainstream
culture, These accounts of mainstream identity are, in most instances, unable to ac-
count for the specificity of black and queer lives or any other collision of two or more
minority designations. Gonzakz-Torres’s art insisted on speaking queerly and speak-
ing Latino in ways that were oblique. Consequently; his work finctioned as a formi-
dable obstacle to facile conceptions of identity. He elaborated forms of representation
premised on #nvisibil ity Gonzalez-Torres invokes a disidentity that is predicated on
transparency and the everyday instead of the more familiar models of minority iden-
tity that invoke exotic colors and rituals.

The interviewer’s suggestion that Gonzalez-Torres’s work is apolitical is a charge
leveled at many minority cultural producers who do not critique the dominant cul-
ture through predictable routes. Gonzalez-Torres’s work enables a discussion of the
way in which dominant publicity, especially the interpellating call of multicultural-
ism—or, as I will specify, reductive multicultural pluralism—is challenged and ob-
structed by a series of disidentificatory maneuvers that are calibrated to forge an ac-
tivist anti-identitarian counterpublicity.

Gonzalez-Torres's response to Rollins's question betrays a frustration with the
way in which multicultural pluralism disarms the politics of specificity. Multicultural
pluralism’s rhetoric of inclusion homogenizes diff erence. Difference becomes part of
the race, class, and gender mantra, essentially a form of sloganeering. John Guillory,
in his study of the politics of canonization, identifies all the problems of the mantra
in relation to the politics of canonization:

(Tlhe ubiquitous invocation of these categories of social identity continually de-

fers their theoretical discrimination from each other on the behalf of whatever
political work is being done by pronouncing their names in the same breath as
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practice. But what workis that? What political work requires the deferral of the-
o1y, despite the fact that one must always gesture to some future, as yet unelab-
orated, analysis of the relationsbetween race, class and gender®

The mantra thus smoothly positions minority identity designations within a syn-
tax of equivocations that defers the work of theorizing relations of power. In this
book, I have insisted that critical hermeneutics and political projects thatare not suf-
ficiently intersectional are grossly inadequate to the project of mapping and analyz-
ing the social Optics that are not sufficiently intersectional are thus blinded by se-
vere cultural myopia. Intersectionality should not be confused with multiculturalism.
Intersectionality is primarily concerned with the relations between different minori-
tarian coordinates (which include the “mantia” but also allow for nodes of difference
that cannot be anticipated). Intersectionality does not, once again, defer analyses, as
Guillory suggests multiculturalism does. Instead, it insists on a theoretical apparatus
that is located in the “now.”

This is not automatially to foreclose the project of multiculturalism. In fact, a
crucial distinction needs to be posited between multicultural pluralism (or weak mul-
ticulturalism) and what Wahneema Lubiano has referred to as a “radical” multicultur-
alism. Lubiano admits that multiculturalism can and has often been appropriated by
reactionary and liberal ideologies. She nonetheless locates a kernel of transformative
political possibility in multiculturalism, leading to a politics that she describes as radi-
cal multiculturalism. Lubiano understands the ways in which elites can hijack the
form of multicultuzalism but maintains:

If elites manage business as usual and can’t call it multiculturalism, they will
simply call it somethingelse. We cannot give up the ground because of what
they can do in the name of the ground on which we have chosen to fight The
process of normalization or the work of oppositional gestures is an ongoing dy-
namic of our sysem and, of course, multiculturalism can be used to continue
such management Radical multculturalism, however, turns its attention to de-
mystifying just such management and to fighting it. Contestation is the driving
force of such a dynamic.5

Lubiano’s radical multiculturalism is conceived as a counterattack to systems of noz-
malization, as a management of oppositional gestures. For Lubiano, this active, ac-
tivist, and politicized reconceptualization of multiculturalism is a reaction against
corporate multiculturalism. Her wiiting is designed to be a disidentification with
liberalism’s outmoded narrative of multiculturalism. Lubiano’s narrative of multi-
culturalism keeps political possibility in motion. Furthermore, unlike the version of
multiculturalism that Guillory discusses, radical multiculturalism is focused on the
relational or intersectional aspects. Guillory’s main reservation about the mantra is
that it stands in for politics and disables analysis. Lubiano pushes for a mobilization
that synchronizes and choreographs different oppositional gestures, gestures that in-
clude different modaliries of reading. It also calls attention to the conflicts and strife
between identity components, refusing to whitewash such complexities. These wiiters
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make the important claim for methodologies that enable critiqne. Thus, a critical
multicultyralism is a far cry from reductive multicultural pluralism. I understand
disidentification in a similar fashion and argue tharit too offets a system of volition-
al and semivolitional gestures whose ethos, while always survivalist, is also erdtical, It
would be useful to reconsider the term dinidentification atthis juncture.

Disidentification, Socid Theory, and the Public/Private Binarism

A question needs to be posed in relation to the theoretical project that this book puts
forth: Howdoesonegerfrom discursive analysis to counterpublicity? Disidenrificatory
performances (here I mean the work of the artists I read and my own readings) resist
the social matrix of dominant publicity by exposing the rhetorical/idcological context
of state power. To elucidate this point, it is useful to return to the work of Michel
Pécheux, one of the conceptual and philosophical linchpins of this book’s theoretical
apparatus. Slavoj Zisek, oneé of Péchewds most interesting commentators, elaborates
the relation between disconrse analysis and state power:

Michel Pécheux . . . gave a sirictlinguistic turn w Althusser’s theory of interpel-
lation. His work is centered on the discursive mechanisms that genetate the “evi-
dence” of Sense. That is to say, one of the fundamental stratagems ofideology is
the reference to some selfevidence—"Laok, you can see for yourself how things
are?” “Let the facts speake for themselves” is perhaps the arch-statement of ideal-
ogy—the point being, precisely, the facts never “speak for themselves” but are
always made to speak to a nerwork of discursive devices Suffice to recall the no-
torious anti-abortion film T Ae Silere Scream—we “sec” a foctus which “defends”
irself, which “cries” and so on, yet what we “don’t sec” in this very act of sceing
is that we “sec” all this against the background of a discursively pre-constituted
space. Discourse analysis is perhaps ar its strongest in answering this precisc
question: when a racist Englishman says “There are too many Pakistanis on our
streets!”, haos— from what place—does he “see” this—rthar is, how is his symbolic
space structured so that he can perceive the fact of a Pakistani strolling along a
London strect as a disturbing surplus? That is to say, here onc must bear in
mind Lacan’s motto that nothing is lacking in the real: cvety pereeption ofa lack
or a surplus (“not enough of this,” “too much of that”) always invalves a sym-
bolic universes

Zitek's gloss on Pécheux assists in the visualization of the “work” that disidentifica-
tion does within the social Disidentification permits the subject of ideology to con-
test the interpellations of the dominantideology. Thus, a subject who is hailed by the
ideology cops’ ey of “hey, you” may respond with a ractical misrecognition like the
one that Molina offers Valentin in Manuel Puig’s Kiss of the Spider Woman. Valentin
commands his gay cell mate to “Be a man!” Molina, a seasoned /o, responds to his
command by exclaiming: “A man! Where do you sec a man!” Such a tactical mis-
recognition permits a subject to demystify the dominant publicity, exposing it as a
“discursively pre-constituted” space thart often maintains strict and oppressive hierar-
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chies within the social. Counterpublicity is thus born from a modality of disidentifi-
cation that is essentially an act of tactical nrisrecognizion that serves as a bulwark against
the effects of dominant publicity.

The performances and installations of Gonzalez-Torres achieve a tactical tmis-
recognition of dominant publicity’s public/private binary. Gonzalez-Torres was a
shrewd tactician and an excellent philosopher of publicity: Nancy Fraser, a leading
U.S. philosopher of the public sphere, succinctly explicates the ways in which the
public/private binary bolsters the dominant public. She explains that the public/
private split “enclave[s] certain matters in specialized discursive arenas so as to shield
them from general debate.” She concludes: “This usually works to the advantage of
dominant groups and individuals and to the disadvantage of their subordinates.””
Fraser’s prop osition is tailored to speak to the ways in whichthe public/private bina-
rism has been used to historically “enclave” women’s experience and perpetuate their
subordination. Gonzalez-Torres shared these feminist concerns, but his own horizon
of experience was that of a gay man—a gay man whose identity was, from the van-
tage point of the dominant culture, a “don’t ask, don’t tell” issue. He was also a per-
son living with AIDS who had lost his adored lover, Ross, in the pandermic. Gonzalez-
Torres refused to lienit his grief to a privatized self.

The artist’s interrogation of a public/private binary also served as a critique of the
universalized individual subject. Ménica Amor has read the artist’s work, especially
his word sculprures that represent public and personal dates and words in seemingly
random order, as providing an “indiscriminate intersection of both public and pri-
vate” that “subverts the Western myth of a self-sufficient subjectivity,” which allows
her to conclude that the artist suggests that we are “historical and cultural products as
well as individuals.”® The artist often worked with oblique images that were strategi-
ally invisible to the hostile public but visible to thase inside different counterpublics.?
These oblique images share similar aesthetic philosophies with the art of ACT-UP
and other queer/ FIV/AIDS-activist groups. Douglas Crimp's reading of the famous
Silence = Death logo outlines some of the strategies of that movement:

Our emblem’s significance depends on foreknowledge of the use of the pink wi-
angke as the marker of gay men in concentration camps, its appropriation by the
gy moverment to remember a suppressed history of our oppression, and, now,
an inversion of its positioning (men in the death camps wore a pink triangle
that pointed down; SIIENCE = DEATH'S points up) SILENCE = DEATH declares
that sience about the oppression and annihilation of gay people, then and now,
must be broken as a matter of our survival As historically problemadc as an
analogy of AIDS and the death camps is, it is also deeply resonant for gay men
and lesbians, especially insofar as the analogy is already mediared by the gay
movement's adoption of the pink triangle But it is not merely what s11eNcE =
DEATEH says, butalso how it looks, that gives it its particular force. The power of
this equation under a triangle is the compression of its connotation into a logo,
a logo so striking that you ukimately have to ask, if you don't already know,
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“What does that mean?” And it is the answers we are constantly called upon to

give to others—small, everyday direct actions—that make srLENCE = DRATH sig-

nify beyond a community of leshian and gay cognascenti.!0

The work of Gonzalez-Torres was in sync with many of these AIDS activist past-
modern strategies. Consider the billboards that Gonzalez-Torres installed throughout
New York City depicting an empty and unmade bed, two pillows marked with the
indention of two absent heads. This vague, roundabout image, when considered
from a Latino or queer perspective (to name only two communities under siege,
composed of people who Crimp described as cognoscenti), is a comment on the cur-
rent crisis thatshapes such identities. For some spectators, what is suggested is noth-
ing but a mundane image from everyday life. Yet, there is something about the
image, blown up and relocated in the public sphere, that casts a shadow of enigma
over the picture. Spectators out of the “know” are put in the position where they
“have to ask, if [they) dom’t alreadyknow, “What does that mean?"” For others, those
touched by the catastrophe of HIV and other genocidal epidemics, the image is an
allusion to the loss, absence, and negation that blankets queer lives, Latino/a lives,
and many. other communities at risk or people who share this structure of feeling.
The billboards powerfully challenge notions of publicity and privacy. The image, re-
peated thronghout the city, is one that represents not a presence, an identity, but in-
stead an absence, a lacuns, a void gesturing to something valuable, loved, and miss-
ing. Private loss is restructured and becomes public art.

The “cognoscenti” who might “get” the way in which the image speaks o the
AIDS epidemic are not subjects who simply “identify” with the image. There is in
fact nothing to identify with—no figure, no text, no gesture, barely an object, only
an absence. What is evokedis a “structure of feeling” that cuts through certain Latino
and queer communities but is in no way exdusive to @ryidentitarian group. I am
suggesting that the image connotes a disidentizy, a version of self that is crafted through
something other than rote representational practices, produced through an actual
disidentification with such practices and the public/ private binary.

Other arts, especially painting and photography, are, as Peggy Phelan has noted,
“increasingly drawn to performance.” Gonzalez-Torres's project utilized perfor-
mance as a central element. Actual live perfarmances were sometimes included in his
work. Yet, even when these performances were not at the center of his installations,
the work called on the spectator to become an active participant in his project. The
interaction of the spectator to the art object is, as Phelen put it, “essentially perfor-
mative.” This point is uniquely illustrated by Gonzalez-Torres’s thematization of “the
interactive exchange between the art object and viewer."2 The artist’s stacks of paper
and his giant spills of candy, pieces of art that invite the spectators literally to take a
piece of the work with them, call on the spectators to move and physically engage the
art object. This is equally true on a more symbolic level as the artist’s work takes the
space of the gallery or museum, remakes it into a performance space, and asks the
visitor to become an active interlocutor with the work.
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Felix Gonzdlez-Torres, Uniifled, 19%1. View of hillboard. Photo by Peter Muscoto. Dimensions vari-
able. Gallery credt: As installed for the Museum of Medern Art, New York. “Projects 34; Felix
Gonzalez-Torres,” Moy 16-June 30, 1992, in tweniy-four locations throughout New YorkCity.
Courtesy of the Andrea Rosen Gollery, New York. Collecter credit: The Werner and Elaine
Dannheisser Callection, on long-term loon to the Museum of Madern Art, New York.
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An unrided installation by Gonzalez-Torres from 1991 serves as a glaring exam-
ple of this movement toward performance and the restructuring of gallery space into
performance space. The installation positions a dark young man, who is probably
Latino, go-go dancing on a platform swrrounded with lights,13 He wears jockey
shorts and a red T-shirt that he strips off during his routine. This Latino body, recon-
textualized within the space of the art gallery, disruprs its space. The dancer’s perfor-
mance is not the type of activity that usually would be glimpsed in a downtown New
York gallery. This image would usually be available to the consumer of such specta-
cles in the Times Square area of New York, at clubs such as the Eros or the Gaiety
Burlesque. ¥ Gonzalez-Torres's installation is reminiscent of some of the queer pop
art practices that Andy Warhol pioneered in the 1960s. Warhol’s films brought Times
Square hustlers to the realm of gallery art and art house cinema. and former hustlers
such as Joe Dallesandro starred in many of his films from that period.!> This recon-
textualization chdlenges the integricy of distinctions between lowbrow erotic enter-
rainment and high culture. The queer life-worlds of the go-go palace and the Soho
gallery are occluded. In this instance, through this sexy performance, queer identity
is dis-organized and dis-placed.

The installation also provided a commentary on the location of lrinidad in gay
male culture. In commercialized gay male culture, bodies like those of the go-go boy
on the plaform are consumed in the privacy of home video screenings and in the
semiprivacy of dark clubs such as the Eros.!¢ Gonzalez-Torress installation dislocates
the Latino body from its standard location in gay male culture, at onice revealing and
deconstructing a fixed notion of the role of latinidad in queerness. It makes the pri-
vatized and compartmentalized desire for Latino/a bodies a public issue. It also firnc-
tions as publicsex actthatpublicizes queersexual performance, elevating it from the
position of private vice.

Gonzalez-Tores’s work did not identify in clear or pronounced ways with the
politics of AIDS and illness management or with the hyperstratification of arr and
the eroricized body of color. Yet, as the readings I have off ered suggest, e did exacrly
that, which is to say that through his nimble practice of disidentifying with the
public/private binary, he was able to perform activist politics. The negodation be-
tween identification and counteridentification in the artist’s work is, primarily; a
mode of critical performativity; one that I am identifringas tactical misrecognition
of the public/private grids that structure the social

We can further track the disidenrificatory impulse in his work if we consider the
ways in which he deals with issues of exile and ethnos. His Untitled (Madrid 1971) is
composed of two jigsaw puzzles in cellophane bags, stacked next to each other. The
frst jigsaw is the picture of the arrist as a boy; next to him isa photo of a statue, what
appears to be a monumnent, shot from the perspective of someone looking up, perhaps
a child Matched, these two images represent aspects of the artist’s biography—in
this instance, when he was separated from his parents at age nine so he could leave



Felix Gonzolez Torres, Untitled (Go-Go Danting Platfarm), 1991. Photo by Peter Muscato. 21% x 72
x 72 inches. Courtesy of the Andrea Rosen Gollery. Installation view: Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Every
Week There & Something Different,” Moy 2-June 1, 1991. Week Two.
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MADBID 1511

Felix GonzalezTorres, Untitled {Madrid 1971}, 1988. Photoby Peler Muscato. 15 x 18 inches. Two
C-print jigsow puzzles n plastic bags, and Letra set. Courtesy of the Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York.

Cuba for Spain, where he was housed by the church. These images connote memo-
1y’s fragility and permanence. The small puzzles remind us of a few things: the ways
in which images form memories and, in turn, memories themselves fall together.
They foreground the fact that memory is always abourt the collection of fragments.
The constellation of memory is also made through an active spectator who pushed
pieces together, like a child with a puzzle. The image of the self alongside the impos-
ing statue connotes the feeling of being small, helpless. The statue looks like a
memorial to another place and time. Memorials work to make cogent the fictions of
nationalism and individual nationa) culture. The pairing of a photo of the arist as
an innocent and sweet-looking boy next to a cold metal sculpture performs, through
a caleulus of contradiction, the vulnerability of a dismantling of the public/private
binary. The piece gestures to the fashion in which one’s identity is eclipsed by a sys-
tem of national signs that do not constitute one’s citizenship but instead one’s alien-
ation, displacement, and exile. This image speaks to exile and ethnicity in a voice
that is evocative and suggestive. It does not announce jtself as a cultural artifact.
Instead, it renders queerness, ethnicity; and ALDS through a circuitous and round-
abour fashion. These connotations are powerful ones thatengage the spectatorsin a
way that makes them into interactive interlocutors, half of a performance that is
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Felix Gonzadlez-Torres, Untitfed (Me and My Sister), 1988. Photo by Peter Museato. 7% x 9% inches.
C-printjigsaw puzzle in plasticbag. Courtesy of the Andrea Rosen Gdllery, New York.

completed with the ast object. Yet, I am not impéyingthat these are the only available
meanings. Amor has contended that “[tJhe majority of his works are uatitled, while
a word in parenthesis suggestsa meaning related to experiences of the artist’s life, bus
dways open and multivalent.””

Another piece, Unisled (Me and My Sister), is anothersmall snapshot converted
into a jigsaw puzzle. The image’s black-and-white tones of gray mark it as being from
the fifties or early sixties. The visual effect transports the spectator to another tempo-
rality and a different spatiality. Without announcing itself; this image becomes em-
blematic of exile, the lost home and territory, the lost childhood, and a gilded and
fragile recollection of it. Private and individual ephemeraareloaded with publicness,
once again offSetting the public/private binarism. Identity, ethnic or exilic, is not ren-
dered in these two pieces through representation. The images are obscure in their
meaning, mediated through the jigmaw-puzzle effect and the plastic bag.

Storr and othercritics have gestured to the manyways in which the artist reject-
ed minoritized identity labels. This is certainly truae, but itis not the end of the story.
More than simply counteridentify/reject identity, Gonzalez-Torres’s cultural produc-
tion disidentified with the representational protocols of identity. Pieces like the one
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Felix Gonzdlez-Torres, Untitled {Ross and Harry), 19 91. Photo by Peter Museato. 7% x 9% inches.
C-print jigsaw puzzle in plastic bog. Courtesy of the Andrea Rasen Gallery, New York,

I have just described hail fram the locus of an ethnic and exilic past but do not sitn-
ply teproduce identity. Petformance avoids reproductive economies, and the disiden-
tificatory performances of Gonzalez-Torres ate no different.!® Artful mediation, evi-
denced by the jigsaw. strategy or the plastic bags I have described, points to the ways
in which reproduction, repsesentation, and any rote understanding of identity they
engender are insufficient. Instead, the mediation of puzzle pieces and plastic bags of -
fers a view of a disidensiry that potentially informs an arzi-identitarian identity politics
in which commonality is not forged through shared images and fixed identifications
but fashioned instead from connotative images that invoke communal structuses of
feelings. The structutes of feeling that are invoked point to a world in which exile
and ethnicity ate not stigmatized abesrations, but instead everyday aspects of nation-
al culeure.

The jigsaw-puzzle strategy is also employed to connote a queer life-world. For
instance, Untitled (Ross and Harry) and Uniitled (Loverboy) are monuments to
Gonzalez-Torres’s lover Ross, who died befose him in 1991. These too ate pictures
from a private life, in this instance a specifically queer life, made public. This work,
then, challenges dominant protocols that relegate queerness, and other minoritarian
histories and philosophies of the self, to a forced exile in the private sphere. Once



PERFORMING DISIDENTITY 177

R

Felix Gonznlez-Torres, Unfitfed (Lovesboy), 1988. Photoby Peter Museato. 7% x 9% inches,
C-print jigsaw puzzle in plastic bag Coutesy of the Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York.

again, the jigsaw images achieve a disidentificatory status through the determined
negation of direct representational routes, a turn toward a strategic obliquity that is
anti-identitarian in the service of a reconstructed identity politics.

Puzzle images of Ross resonate alongside a puzzle photo of Oscar Wilde’s tomb,
Untitled (Oscar Wildes Tomb), as a disidentificatory performance that imagines, zen-
ders, and signals a queer life-world into visibility by rendering a queer icon. a roman-
tic image from the history of queer politics and culture in the mass public space. This
mode of visualizing and portraying privatelovesand public heroes is a style of disiden-
tificatory portrairure that trades in connotations, connotations that can be described
as “almost articulate.”

The same disidentificatory and anri-identitarian impulse toward portraiture is
lotated in the artist’s spill sculpuures, in which spills of candy are weighed to the exact
weight of an individual, of whose “portrait” this spill is a rendering, Those candies
are then offerad to spectators as souvenirs and treacs. Through the course of an exhi-
bition, the spills are literally consumed by spectators. The spills are then replenished,
symbolically restoring the subject of the piece, who, further along in this symbolic
circuit, stands for a sick loved one brought back from a nightmare of wasting illness.



178 PERFORMING DISIDENTITY

Bodies atealso represented through chains of lightbulbs that butn out one by one,
Again, bulbs are replenished, rendering a dteam in which the dying “lights” of one’s
life ate fantastically reignited.

Whereas Zamora used identity as a stage to perform media-savvy counterpublicity
and Sara/Ricardo seemed utterly trapped within the restraints of identity, attempting
w petform heterosexuality and failing, Gonzalez-Tottes seemingly rejected the poli-
tics of identity altogether, Yet, as my readings have indicated, disidentityis held in his
progct through deep disidencification with identity’s very tenets. Gonzalez-Totres
presents images of the epidemic by offering its cognoscenti a portrait of loss and sad-
ness through mass-produced public art: he “reveals” his own loved object (Ross) and
snapshots of his exilic childhood through the heavy mediation of che jigsaw puzzle;
he approaches the identity-centric gente of portraitute through the abstraction of his
spills and his light strings. Gonzalez-Torses was, as the interview cited earlier indicat-
ed, deeply weary of identity. He was especially critical of mulficulturalism’s narrative
of identity. Nonetheless, his work ultimately held on to some aspect of identity. That
temaining component of “self” is mined by the artist and used to narrate a transfor-
mative politics of the self that enabled a “practice of freedom.”

Wichin the context of AIDS cultural criticism and activism, Simon Watney has
called fot an “ethically grounded politics of gender and sexuality” in the service of en-
abling “practices of freedom”: “For what,” he asked ‘is motality, if not the practice of
liberty, che deliberate practice of Liberty?” Rather.than assuming a natural, inevitable
unity among gay men, ot between gay men and lesbians, such an approach grounds
our expetience, in all its diversity and complexity, within a wider ethical context.”1?
Watney extracts this notion ofa practice of fieedom from Foucault’s late interviews.?
Ethics for Foucault (a concept that is vastly different than notions of morality floated
in contempotary U.S. culture by the religious tight) is achieved through the care of
the self. I am suggesting that Gonzalez-Torres’s distanced and nuanced rendering of
the self, what I have been calling dindentizy, functions as counterpublicity that pro-
vides pictures of possible future relations of power. The self of disidentity is ultimate-
ly an impersonal self Following the lead of Paul Veyne, who discussed the self in
Foucault’s final writings as “a strategic possibility;” David Halperin suggests that “To
practice a stylistics of the self ultimately means to cultivate that part of oneself that
leads beyond oneself, that transcends oneself: it is to elaborate the strategic possibili-
ties of what is the most impersonal dimension of petsonal life—namely, the capacity
to ‘realize oneself” by becoming other than what one is.”2 Self cultivated in the work
of Gonzalez-Torre's visualizes “the strategic possibilities of what is the most émper son-
aldimension of personal life.” Purthermote, the impersonal self that is produced in
his oeuvze challenges the always alteady reductive self that is mass-produced in the
discourse of multiculturalism, Finally, this self, fashioned through strategic disidenti-
fications with dominanc discourses on “selfness,” presents the potential to ultimately
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“cultivate that part of oneself that leads beyond oneself, that transcends oneself.” This
moment of transcendence is the moment in which counterpublics become imagin-
able; it is 2 moment brimming with the possibility of transformative politics.

Disidencification’s use-value is only accessible through the transformative politics
that it enables subjects and groups to imagine. Counterpublics are not magicallyand
automatically realized through disidentifications, but they are suggested, rehearsed,
and articulated. Disidentifications are strategies that are called on by minoritarian
subjects throughout their everyday life. The cultural productions and perf ormances I
have considered in this book amplify and often explicate these everyday pracrices.
They offer a metanarrative on disidentification that at once fiircher atomizes and fur-
ther transmits these practices. This book is thus meant to complement this culeural
work and further push the envelope. My desire is to perpetuate disidentification and
offer it as not only a hermeneutic bur also as a possibility for freedom.






Chapter 8

Latina Performance and Queer Worldmaking;
or, Chusmeria at the End of the Twentieth Century

for Tony

QOur Chusmas, Our Selves

Readers outside the reaJm of the Caribbean Latina/o experience might require an in-
troduction to chusmerfa if they ate to follow this book’s final chapter. Those who
grew up in and around Spanish-speaking Caribbean communities probably have en-
countered the term.as an admonishment: “No sea tan chusma!” (Don'’t be such a
chusmal). This reprimand plays into a stigmatized understanding of Latina identity
held both inside and outside those communities. By turning to the theatrical text
under consideration, Carmelita Tropicana’s play Chicas 2000, one can locate an effi-
cient explication of the term}

Chicas 2000 features four actors playing various roles. The play narrates the fu-
ture adventures of Carmelita Tropicana, the performance artist persona of Alina
Troyana, whose solo performance work was discussed in chapter 52 The play’s two
opening scenes atefictive TV programs: Opintons ofthe Ha Pollai and H omo Decorum.
Both are deliberately tacky and ribald. Both are interrupted when they are abruptly
pulled off the air in mid-“broadcast.” An offstage voice indicates that “due to the of-
fensive nature” of both shows they have been “taken off the air.” The phy’s next scene
featuresanothertelevisual voice-over monologue that this time explains the state’s de-
cision to clamp down on chusmeria. Two chusma fashion police perform a chusma-
esque pantomine during this scene,

The next few scenes tell the tale of the chusma protagonist’s abduction by a mad
scientist, his cloning of two mini-Carmelitas, and Carmelita’s ray gun-wielding retal-
iation against the demented geneticist. Our heroine is then arrested by the chusma-
detaining arm of the state power apparatus. She serves time in the big house with her
televisual sidekick from Homo Decorum, the lovely Desiree. Carmelita keeps herself
busy behind bars by engaging in a jailhouse romance with the mysterious and feral
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Rodesia. The play then shifts from the str’s plight to the now-adult clones’ flight
from captivity. The sisters are accidentally reunited and, after identifying each other
as two of a matched pair, decide to go on a quest for their their churma parent/
source, the performance artist Carmelita Tropicana. The girls eventually run into
their “source” through a series of mishaps, but they do not recognize her until the
play’s conclusion when the mad doctor, their evil “father,” pits the younger woman
against Carmelita in a field of combat. The play ends with a comedic family reunion.
The entiredrama is a racky affair, a spectacle of Latina excess and gaudiness.

From this thumbnail sketch of the play’s action, the codes of conduct that make
up chusmeria come squarely into view: chusmeria is a form of behavior that refuses
standards of bourgeois comportment. Chusmerfa is, to a large degree, linked to stig-
matized class identity, Within Cuban culture, for instance, being called ¢husma might
be a technique for the middle class to distance itself from the working class; it may be
a barely veiled racial slur suggesting that one is too black; it sometimes connotes gen-
der nonconformity. In the United States, the epithet chusmaalso connotes recent im-
migration and a general lack of "Americanness,” as well as an excessive nationalism—
that one is somewhat over the top about her Cubanness. The sexuality of individuals
described as chusmas is also implicated. The prototypical chummdssexualityis deemed:
excessive and flagrant—again, subverting conventions. There is something mon-
strous about the chuoma. In this chapter, I will read Tropicana’s play and its thick de-
scription of the ¢husma and her “ways” to further outline my theory of disidentifica-
tion. This case study will allow me to pay special attention to the unique features of
disidentificatory live performance. I will alo mark the way in which subaltern sub-
jects negotiate what I call the “burden of liveness,” which I describe as a particular
hegemonic mandate that calls the minoritarian subject to “be live” for the purpose of
entertaining elites. This “burden of liveness” is a cultural imperative within the ma-
joritarian public sphere that denies subalterns access to larger channels of representa-
tion, while calling the minoritarian subject to the stage, performing her or his alter-
ity as a consumable local spectacle. Thus, the story this chapter tells is the tle of
chusmd's disidentifications with the “burden of liveness.” '

A consideration of the play’s logic of censorship allows us to undersrand the
threat that chusmerfa presents to the dominant public sphere. The censorship mecha-
nism is seen in the play’s third scene, which features three of the play’s four cast
members: Carmelita Tropicana plays a newscaster, while Ana Margaret Sanchez and
Rebecca Sumner-Burgos begin the scene as stiff FBI agents who flank the equally
uptight-looking newscaster. (Although the latter two performers’ outfits, snug-ficcing
silk miniskirts and tops, do not connote their positions as FBI agents, the costumes
do signal a fantastic transformation that both characters will soon experience.) The
newscaster’s monologue introduces the play’ssetting and the general style of the play:

On December 31, 1999, TV shows like these were taken off the air. They were
symbolic of the social ills gripping the nation. It was in response to these shows
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that the FBI DNA RA BMU was created, the DNA Remodeling Agency and
Behavior Modification Unit. Its mission: better thehuman race through design-
er genes. Genes responsible for antisocidl behavior were coded and classified
Among the deviant genes heading the list: the chuamagene, that which gives rise
w a disease known as chusmeria—shameless, loud, gross, tacky behavior, in
short, tasteless attitude.

At this point in the performance, the two agents’ body movements and general coun-
tenance abruptly change. The two are no longer rigid with their hands crossed be-
hind theirlower backs; instead, their arms swing loosely at their sides and their erect
posture fades as they rest one hand on a hip. While the announcer explains that
“Individuals with the chusmaz gene are known to favor Egyptian head movement
from side to side,” Sanchez jllustrates this characteristic as her own head swivels back
and forth in a symmetrical fashion. The announcer then makes a fashion commen-
tary: “They wear clothes that are too tight for theirweight category, with emphasis
on the chest and posterior.” Sumner-Burgos walks to center stage and lasciviously
clutches her breasts; she then turns her back to the audience and pats her buttocks.
The announcer concludes this definition of the corporeality of the chusma by ex-
plaining that “when excited [¢husmas ate} known for wild gesticulations of their ex-
tremities.” At this point the two performers cut loose. They mutter in Spanish as
they swing their hips and pick their teeth. The announcer drones the final lines of
her monologue in anarid malce-believe “white woman” voice as the newlybornchus-
mas carry on:
The chusma gene is found in Latin America with high concentration in the
Caribbean, although the gene has crossed over to North America. U.S. ditizens
classified with the gene are Shelly Wintets, Dennis Rodman, Roseanne, Tonya
Harding, and Martha Stewart. The latrer is a perfect example of the gene in re-
mission. Although the chusma gene cannot be eradicated or its disease cured, it

can be controlled. The government has stepped up its efforts to combat the
churma gene and a disease called chusmmerta.

As the newscaster mouths the last word of the monologue, c/usmeria, the chusmas
yell it out in unison. The word sounds like a battle cry and the women fly toward the
audjence. Their body movements ate bawdy as they tour the assembled spectators.
They pick out an audience member (during one of the performances I attended, I
was one of the unfortunate targets) and harass her or him, commenting on his or her
fashions, claiming to be the “chusma fashion police,” and threatening to arrest the
perpeteator as they shake their fingers, sashay their hips, and practice their “Egyptian”
head movements.

The examples of chusma cultural crossovers are interesting as they target queerly
valenced icons in the popular culture. The non-Larina/o pantheon of chusmas in-
cludes figures of exaggeration who practice “inappropriate” and antinorraative behav-
ior. Although some of these figures embody a corporate ethos that is camouflaged as
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subversive (Rodman, Stewart, Roseanne), their reception through chusma eyes en-
ables models of identity that contest hegemonic models of citizenship.

The chusmds identity is thus a Goffmanian spoiled identity.3 The work that
Carmelita Tropicana’s play carries out, then, follows a disidentificatory path that I
have traced in the work of other cultural workers in this book. Disidentification is a
mode of performance whereby a toxic identity is remade and infiltrated by subjects
who have been hailed by such identity categories but have not been able to own such
a label. Disidentification is therefore about the management of an identity that has
been “spoiled” in the majoritarian public sphere. This management is a critical nego-
tiation in which a subject who has been hailed by injurious speech, a name, or a
label, reterritorializes that speech act and the marking that such speech produces to a
self Tudith Butler has argued that although injurious speech “may appear to fix or
paralyze the one it hails,” it aften, paradoxically, inaugurates in speech a subject who
comes to use language to counteran offensive call Indeed, this storyis at least as old
as one of English literature’s most enduring fables of disidentification, William
Shakespeare’s T he Tem pest. In that ply, Caliban, who learned how to fully inhabit his
monstrousness, used that stigmatized designation—"monster”—as a site from which
to curse Prospero, the oppressive force who brought him into language in the first
place. Rather than counteridentify with Prospero (refusing to speak his language) or
identify with his master (to speak like Ptospero), he chooses to disidentify by recom-
posing Prospero’s idiom and making it his own.

There is in fact something quite Calibanistic and, as I have suggested, mon-
strous, about the chusma. Chicas 2000 offers several representations of monstrous
women, starting with the diva herself. In this play, Carmelita is a blue-haired freak
who has been detained for a number of years at the FBI DNA RA BMU—the DNA
Remodeling Agency and Behavior Modification Unit. While in that facility, a bove af-
fair ignites between Rodesia (also played by Sumner-Burgos), another monstrous
creature, and the captive chusma. Rodesia, a butch woman whose behavior is greatly
influenced by the fact that her heart is the transplanted heart of a brown bear.
Rodesia’s condition is a comical send-up of the postcolonial hybrid. Her position in
the play is a commentary on the general condition of “exilic hybridity” that charac-
terizes the majority of Latina/o America’ Rodesia is a monstrous creation whose
heart does not correspond to her exterior self. We are reminded of a tradition of exile
sentimentality where crooners and poets wax on about having left their hearts in
their native land. Her queerness can be located not only in her butch demeanor, but
also in the very fact that her heart and body do not line up.

The play’s engagement with monstrousness also signifies upon recent updates in
reproductive technologies that are deemed “evil” by proponents of heteronormative
reproduction. Hysteria about the monstrous practice of cloning, a potential mode of
queer reproduction, is manifest in the characters of Clana and Clona. Clana and
Cluna (played by Sanchez and Sumner-Busgos) ‘are the blue-haired chusma clones of
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Carmelita. Carmelita was captured and detained in the FBIDNA RA BMU after an
altercation with the play’s sinister villain. In the fousth scene, Carmelita is kidnapped
by the evil Dr. Igor (performed by the play’s director, Uzi Parnes), a mad chusma
wannabe who wished to possess the play's heroine. Tropicana refused to submit to
the deranged scientist, who retaliates with the nonconsensual cloning of cells force-
fully extracted from her buttocks. (The buttock, as the earlier monologue indicates,
is a privileged site on the chusma’s body.) Carmelita’s monstrous progeny grow up
separately in BMUs located in two hubs of chusma culture: Miami and the Bronx.
They do not meet each other until theysimultaneously escape from their prisons and
become illegal immigrants on the run.

The plight and flight of Clana and Cluna, while hilariously fanny; manage to ar-
ticulate a poignant social critique. The two clones literally bump into each other as
they flee thelaw. They almost instantly recognize each other as twin sisters. (Much of
thehwinor in this scene is derived from a sight gag: the two women who play Clana
and Cluna, Sanchez and Sumner-Burgos, are dressed in'almost identical outhits, wear
similar wigs, but physically look completely different.) Once the cloned sisters meer,
they begin to contemplate their “bio-original.” Clana asks Cluna if she ever wonders
about their bic-original, to which Cluna responds: “Every day. I think, why did she
make us knowing we would always be illegal? Once illegal, always illegal.” In this
speech, a pivotal fact about the status of U.S. Latina/o existence becomes painstak-
ingly apparent: “once illegal, always illegal.” The U.S. Latinafo holds the place of the
perpetually “illegal” immigrant in the national imagination. This fact is apparent
both in the channels of majoritarian representation and in federal legislation as the
civil rights of US. Latina/os, both "illegal” and “legal,” continually erode. In post—
Proposition 187 North America, the U.S. Latinafo is constantly scapegoated as the
invader and outsider who is ruining the prosperity of “real” citizens. Legislation has
reached the floor of the-U.S. House of Representatives that calls for a curtailing of
benefits and social services to immigrants who are deemed “illegal” by the state appa-
ratus. Hence, one of the Chricas 2000’s most salient points: Once illegal, always illegal.

Similar social commentaty undergirds the entire play. The postmillennial setting
of the play speaks of the massive (and continually accelerating) class stratification of
New York Gity. The play’s science-fiction chronology is set in a not-too-distant future
in which most of the island of Manhattan has become a posh elite residential district.
The only exception to this ultragentrification is a small section of the Lower East
Side, an area that has come to be known as "Chusmatown.” Chusmatown is an
apartheid-like settlement inhabited exclusively by ehusmas. Clana and Clunds quest
for their bio-original takes them to the fabled Chusmarown. The ghetto-like neigh-
borhood is a site of government relocation, and in this way the play calls attention to
the U.S. government’s history of internal colonization—specifically, the forced “re-
movals” of indigenous peoples to resetvations and the practice of detaining Japanese-
Americans in internment camps during World War I1.
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“The Burden of Liveness”: Toward a Minoritarian Performance Theory

This future Chusmarown is besieged by massive inflation. The clone “sisters” and the
bio-orginal both opt to work in a Chusmatic Casino, a coliseum/enterminment com-
plex wherte chusmagladiators fight as encerranment for the non-chusma clite. Fight-
ing in the Chusmatic Casino is an #/ega/profession. By performing in this space, the
chicas participate in an alternative “outlaw economy.” Again, the far-flung future sce-
nario remarks upon the contemporary social plight of Latinas and other disenfran-
chised people of color. Late capitalism represents the dwindling of possibilities for
the racialized working class. Under such hegemony, women of color compete over
low-wage positions within the shrinking service economy. Individuals who reject this
constrained field of possibility often choose to survive by entering alternative
economies involving sex work or the drug trade. The c/wmas move into the illicit
coliseum represents a dystopic vision of what the continuation of late capitalism will
mean for Latinas and other people of color. T he illegality of the space also represents
the overdetermination of such positions for the always “illegd” subject. Clana is
taken aback by Cluna’s suggestion that they work in the Chusmatic Casino. She
protests by pointing out that the casinos are illegal Within Clunas justification of
working in the “illegal” performance space one can trace the same social forces that
lock “immigrants” into criminal or exploitadive labor situations today:

So are we [illegal]. They have chusma wresding, It's packed on Fridays with
chusmas and well-dressed respectable non-chusmas. Their lives aze so dull they
gotra come for cheap c/usma thiills. 1 read about it in the Daily Chusrmawhile
you were doing number 3. Clana, with your physica ability and my mental
strategy, we could do it Without money we can't live and finish our mission.

What do you ay?

An illegal establishment such as the Chusmatic Casino is the space allotted for the
chusma (non)citizen within the national economy. The only activity that the chusmas
are permitted to perform is that of “live performance” for the chusma and non-chsma
elice. Once again the dystopic picrure rendered by the play has direct parallels that
bear considering.

Live performance for an audience of elites is the only imaginable mode of sur-
vival for minoritarian subjects within the hegemonic order that the chusnaslive with-
in and in opposition to. This fact correlates with what I call the “burden of liveness”
that inflects the experience of postcolonial, queer, and other minoritarian subjects.$
The story of “otherness” is one tainted by a mandate to “perform” for the amusement
of a dominant power bloc. If there is any acceptable place for “queers” in the homo-
phobic national imaginary, it cetainly is onstage—being “funny” for a straight audi-
ence. The minoritarian subject is always encouraged to perform, especially when
human and civil rights disintegrate. This point is evidenced in chapter 4 of this study;
which surveys the paradox of contemporary drag and queer performance’s current
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boom in an age of escalating state-sponsored homophobia. The same is true in the
United States for people of color who are lauded as performers and entertainers bur
are still met with recalcitrant racism in everyday life. If we consider the colonial con-
dition, we might again turn to The Tempesrand recall that, upon meeting Caliban, a
drunken Stephano immediately thinks of bringing the indigenous monster home to
Naples as a prize and amusement for his emperor.

The female subject who is both racialized and queer is triply susceptible o the
“burden of liveness.” Elin Diamond has suggested that “women, especially lesbians
and women of color, have struggled to appear, to speak, be heard, be seen. In the his-
tory of Western metaphysics the female body is represented as both crude materiality
and irreparable lack.”” Although the minoritarian subject experiences pressures to
perform a live and “erude materidlity,” this fact nonetheless does not register within
the larper context of the dominant culture. Diamond points to a fact that is impor-
tant to index here: “Socially and culturally; however, all performances are not equal.”®
Some performances are structured through historically embedded culniral mandates
that the body of color, the queer body, the poor body, the woman’s body perform his
or her existence for elite eyes. This performance is positioned within the dominant
culture as a substitute for historical and political representation. Thus, performing
beyond the channels of liveness and entering larger historical narratves seems espe-
cially important.

Perhaps the best way to understand the “burden of liveness” that shadows the
minoritarian subject is to consider the far-reaching implications of what Coco Fusco
has called “the other history of intercultural performance.” Fusco discloses that
Dadaist events were not the first instances of performance arr in the West. Fusco has
suggested instead that the history of performance art is as old as the European “con-
quest” when indigenous people were transported to the metropole as scientific
curiosities and popular amusements. She and Guillermo Gémez-Peiia offered a meta-
commentary on this history with their controversial 1992 “Couple in a Cage” perfor-
mance. The artists toured museums around the world posing as Amerindians from
the fictitious land of“Guatinau,” an island in the Gulf of Mexico that had miracu-
lously escaped the notice of imperial eyes for five centuries. While audiences looked
on, the “Guatinauis” ate, slept, and marveled at the wonders of modern technology.
They also danced, told stories, or exposed their genitals for nominal fees. The perfor-
mance served as a “reverse ethnography” that made the audience the object of critical
scrutiny. Fusco’s essay and the performance both debunk any notions of the bistory
of intercultural performance as one of fair and mutually beneficial exchange. Further-
more, they also expose the ways in which the other is constructed as a live perform-
ing other whose place is that of entertaining the dominant order. The Chusmatic
Casino is afictional performance space that, like the couple’s golden cage, comments
on the burden of live performance that is sutured to minoritarian subjects, Both cage
and casino call attention to the audience, interrogating the spectator’s racial, class,
and gender privilege. The casino mirrors the actual reception of the play. The audi-
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ence at Dixon Place is implicated by this scenario and implicitly asked to question
how it might be or not be one of those chusmmas or non-chusma elites who consume
chusmeria as spectacle or amusement.

My interest in schematizing a trope like the “burden of liveness” is nothing short
of the disarming of a celebratory precritical aura that shrouds some performative re-
search. It is important to keep in mind that not all performances are liberatory or
wansformative. Performance, from the positionality of the minoritarian subject, is
sometmes nothing short of forced labor. The most. obvious and relevant example of
performance as forced [abor from a U.S. perspective is certainly chattel slave perfor-
mance. But this history does not stop there. It in fact reaches into our present con-
text. Minoritarian subjects do not always dance because they are happy; sometimes
they dance because their feet are being shot at

It is equally important to understand the ways in which the “burden of liveness”
structures temporality. The “burden of liveness” affords the minoritarian subject an
extremely circumscribed temporality. To be only in “the live” means that one is de-
nied bistory and fururicy. If the minoritarian subject can only exist in rhe moment,
she or he does not have the privilege or the pleasure of being a historical subject. If
that subject needs to focus solely on the present, it can never afford the luxury of
thinking about the farure.

It is important to offser the “burden of liveness” by employing a performance the-
ory that disentangles a reified linkage between performance and liveness. In this book,
Lhaveattempted to assemble a performance-studies lens that reads the performance of
minoritarian subjectivity in live manifestations and in other aspects of visual culture
such as film, phorography; video, and painting. I have thus mapped disidentificatory
performances across fields of cultural production. I have chosen to interrogate disiden-
tification’s always already performative properties in both live and mediated manifes-
tations because it is not the liveness of disidentificatory performance in and of itself
that bestaws it with its worldmaking properties. I am interested in disidentificatory
performance’s pawer of critique and its vision of transformative politics. This is what
constitutes the power and relevance of disidentification. Furthermore, we run the
risk of making liveness something of an obstructive fetish when we position it as the
central trope of performance or performance studies. The burden of liveness makes
us cognizant of the burden to always already be live that the minoritarian subject
must continually negotiate,

Philip Auslander has worried about the binary between “liveness” and media
culture. He warns againstdiscourses that privilege a “liveness” thart is imagined as a
“pristine state uncontaminated by mediatizationn.” Instead, Auslander points to the
unavoidable and often productive imbrication between technological media and
performance:

Iwould argue that the live and the mediatized exist in a relation of mutual depen-

dence and imbrication, not one of opposition. The live is, in a sense, only a sec-
ondary effect of mediating technologies. Prior to theadvent of those technologies



190  LATINA PERFORMANCE AND QUEER WORLDMAKING

(e.g. photography, telegraphy, phonography) there was no such thing as che

“live,” for the categary has meaning only in relation to an opposing possibility.’®
I share with Auslander chis belief that technological mediation is not performance’s
end. Furchermore, the insistence on a binarized opposition between live performance
and mediatized performance can lead not only to a dangerous reification of perfor-
mance, which would contribute to the “burden ofliveness” that haunts minoritarian
subjects in the dominant public sphere, but also to an ossification of performance’s
potential to enact social critique. Although “liveness” and “pesformance” are rich theo-
retical and political concepts, both are lessened by any intracrable and essentialized
linkage w each other.

The culture of mass media has made significant inroads into performance and
vice versa. This is true of che feminist video surveillance work of Julia Scher and the
incorporation of video images in the solo performance work ofIdsis Mignot, to name
just two examples from a wide field of technologically imbricated performances.
Television, or, more nearly, the phenomenon of television, plays a role in” Chicas
2000. By indexing the televisual, the play gestures © the importance of media culture
for the pesformed enactment of minoritarian counterpublics. The play opens with
this premise: Pingalito Betancourt, a seventy-year-old Cuban man with a cigar who
identifies himself as a “retired transportation official,” has been given a cable access
show.!! His show is titled Opinions ofthe Hoi Pdla. Pingalito’s career in public trans-
portation encompassed his tenure as a bus driver in Havana, where he was affection-
ately known as the Socrates of the M15. This experience as bus drives/philosopher
has prepared Pingalito for his current role as televisual public intellectual. Pingalito’s
topic for the day is "Puritanism.” The play uses this opportunity to launch a social
critique of the United States’ foundational mythology. Pingalito misteads and misrec-
ognizes the attributes “Self-reliance,” “Industry,” and "Frugality.” He understands his
own self-reliance, for instance, as his ability to repair his eyeglasses with the skillful
application of duct tape and a safety pin. These “attributes,” which have been in-
voked by the nation as justifications for the gutting of public assistance, are mocked
and satirized, revealed as ridiculous concepts that justify greed and foreclose the pos-
sibility of an ethical and just state system.

Pingalito eventually parts company with Puritanism—even his misrecognized
Puritanism—when the topic of sex is broached. The elder Cuban statesman recom-
mends the example of the Bonobo monkey as a positive rewriting of Puritanical sexu-
ality: The Bonobos, he explains, utilize sex for various purposes: “They have sex for
procreation, recreation, to relieve stress, anxiety, boredom.” Pingalito then challenges
the audience to imagine a human culture that was patterned after Bonobo society:

Can you imagine, ladies and gentlemen, what kind of world this would be if

you got up in the morning and your doorbell fang. It’s the UPS girl with a
package. You are tired and sleepy and to wake you up she starts to rub against
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you; and at the bank you find yourself overdrawn and the bank teller starts to
fondle your privates to make you feelbetter. Eh. What a world this could be!

Lolita, a female Bonobo, joins ngahto on stage for a duet of “To All the Girls T've
Loved Before.” A woman in an ape suit jumps on stage. She is exceedingly frisky
with the senior citizen, and before things become too risqué the stage blacks out, The
announcer’s voice explains that because of the show’s tastelessness, it has been taken
off the air. Televisual censorship is thus positioned as the first explicit maneuver in a
war against chusmas. Chusmas are denied access to televisual performance and any
media stage and are, instead, rerouted to the Chusmatic Casino, where their perfor-
mances of self are staged exclusively for elites who can afford to consume specracles
and resisc the political pedagogy of c/usma performance. This opening skit locates
the time and place of the production, of the {ive phy, as that of media culrure. The
lesson to be extracted is this: performance exists within media culture and the media
culture has a life inside of performance. Behind the absurd humor of this opening
scene, we begin to glimpse an important truism: a critical optic that does not calcu-
late the imbrication of both modes of expression will fail to see the furure of perfor-
mance and media.

Chusmaesque politics informs my decision to look far and wide far disidentifica-
tory performances. I have paid great attention to performances of disidentification
that have been strategically embedded in other media and mediums. The methodol-
ogy I am performing can be understood as a critical chusmeriz—-a tactical refusal to
keep things “pristine” and binarized, a willful mismatching of striped and floral print
genres, and a loud defiance of a rather fixed order. In this sense, I am following
Pingalito’s lead by rejecting a live performance puritanism. This critical chusmeriaal-
lows me to resist subscribing to a stabilized notion of performance that can be pri-
marily defined by its relationship to presence. My chusmalike disruption of perfor-
mance a5 unsullied by alternative representational media is meant to counteract the
burden of liveness that haunts intercultural and minotitarian performance. The “but-
den of liveness” informs this maneuver insofar as it understands the need to dislodge
the minoritarian subject from a theoretical apparatus that positions her as only legi-
ble as a live and immediate presence and not as a historicized and representable entity.

Disidentificatory Iconicily: Loving La Lupe

AlthoughI am arguingagainsta perf ormance puritanism, [am nonetheless invested in
what I call a notion of “pure performance.” A chusmds life is one in which drama and
performance reign supreme. This is certainly true of the chicas and their chusma fore-
mothers. A climatic scene in the Chusmatic Casino helps us understand a chusmaesque
understanding of pure performance. The Chusmatic Casino is run by the twisted
Dr. Igor, who, realizing the relation of Clana and Cluna to Carmelita, pits the masked
clanes against their alsa masked bic-original in the arena. The ply’s resalution occurs
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when the match’s participants realize each other’s identities and subsequently turnon
Dr. Igor. Itis thus the moment when the Other looks beyond the audience and sees
the “otherness” of those who have been cast as one’s enemy within a majotitarian
script that liberation is achieved. Chicas 2000 concludes with a musical number—a
stirting lip-synching of Cuban diva La Lupe's rendition of “My Life." The song
ehoice brings a crucial point to light: it is onlywhen a subjectis brought o lightchat
the constitution of a self (“a life”) is possible.

The closing song pays homage to the troubled iconicity of La Lupe, a figure
who reigns supreme in the history of chusmeria. La Lupes live performances in pre-
revolutionary Cuba and in e/ exilio wete legendary for their excess. The singer was
known to shudder and convulse as she sang. Fler stage movements often included
writhing on the floor. A few witnesses have reported that she concluded her perfor-
mances by banging her head against the wall If one considers the history of strate-
pic shock effects and theatricalized violence that characterize performance art, la
Lupe emerges as an important precursor of that artistic movement. Thus, the play
offers an alternative genealogy of performance art, one in which a Caribbean queen
reigns supreme,

Carmelita herself names La Lupe “Latin Americas first performance artist.” She
further expounds on La Lupe’s critical importance when she declares that she was:

A woman whose singing was a censored sensation;

A woman who gave us not Dada art but mama art;

Awoman who showed the way for many a litle boy

letting them find meaning in life through eyelashes,
sequins and mascara. The one and ooly: La Lupe!

This ode to the Cuban songstress identifies her not only as an outlaw artist and an
unappreciated avant-gardist, but also as a disidentificatory icon for queer little boys
who had little hope of achieving the linear gender identifications that heteronorma-
tive culture decrees. La Lupe was a chusma diva and the monstrous excess of her fem-
ininity proved to be an accommodating and rich site for many a queer boy’s psychic
attachments and investments,

Citing La Lupe and giving her the position of the play’s patron saint or chief di-
vinity establishes a productive link between theater and everyday life. La Lupe’s live
performance and songs thematized performance in everyday life. One of her most fa-
mous songs, “Puro teatro,” presents a scorned lover who tutns to her partner and
shrieks, “Teatro, lo tuyo es puro teatzo” (Theater, your life is pure theater). Her accu-
sations continue to fly and she indicates that her loved one’s behavior is “estudiado
simulacra® (studied simulacra). Of course, it takes one to know one, and La Lupe's
deep read of her lover sounds as though she is talking about herself. More broadly,
it sounds as though she is describing the chumma condition, an aspect of the Cuban
condition not covered in Gustavo Pérez Firmat’s study by that name.'2 The chusma’s
life is pure performance; it is about studied excess and overblown self-fashioning. It re-
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jects constraints on the self that are mandated for the “good immigrant” by Anglo
culture. Chusmeria also respondsto reactionary aspects of Latino culture chat suggest
that a Latino should not be oo black, too poor, too sexual, too loud, too emotional,
or oo theatrical.

Carmelita turns to La Lupe for the purposes of establishing a Latina self who is
not lessened by restrictive codes of conduct. Santa La Lupe serves as a beacon;
through her model and her shining example, an identity that has been spoiled is
newly reinhabited and recomposed as a site of possibility and ctransformation.
Chusmerta is “puro teatro” or pure performance. This pure performance salvages
something that has been disparaged and rendered abject. This pure performance, this
divine ¢chusmeria, as realized in Chicas 2000, helps build a queer world.

Picuo: A Queer Thing about Chusmeria

This idea of pure performance is familiar 0 many a queer subject who understands
her or his existence, with campy composure, as an ongoing drama. Chusmas and
queers are not one and the same, but they do share a drama queen’s identifications.
Yer, chusmerid’s relation to the discourse of queerness is not that of “stand-in.”
Chusmerids discourse of loudness and deliberate tackiness does not necessarily con-
note practices of same-sex desire or queer self-actualization. Conversely, queerness,
while sometimes a very camp enterprise, does not usually pride itself on its regard for
(mis)matching stripes and floral patterns. I have already pointed to the excess of chus-
meria, and cerainly similar discourses of excess saturate queerness. A gay man's non-
monogamy and willful promiscuity and a butch dyke's masculine style both register,
under a heteronormative criterion, as excessive. Yet, excess is not the only entrance
into a consideration of links between queerness and chusmeréa; the key word shame
might also be considered.

Chusmaswho fail to be properly reconditioned with the FBI DNA RA BMU are
treated ro all manner of torture and punishment. Take, for instance, the fate that be-
fell Desiree (played by Sanchez), Carmelita’s sensuous assistant on her censored
Homo Decorum. Carmelita instantly understands what Desiree has gone through
when she encounters the trembling young cAusmain the FBI DNA RA BMU's com-
mon space during scene 8. The play’s protagonist describes the “tank™ and Desiree’s
threc-hour stay in the torture chamber:

The tank is where they stick you when you break the dress code and then they

flash slides of chumas in chusma outfits. Every time a slide comes on they whis-

per “Shame,” and the voices keep petting louder and the slides go faster and

faster. There are slides of churma men with bellies in tank tops wich big gold

medsllions drinking beer from cans, and chusma men and women smiling with
cheir pold teeth; and chwmas that don't know how to match outfics—floral
prints with suipes; and even ancestral ¢husma women in housedresses with big

fat foamy curlers going to the corner bodega for a pack of Marlboros and pork
¢hrletas(chops] in chancleras[flip-flop-like sandals].
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Desiree falls apart after the senior chusmd's description of the "tank.” As she drops to
the floor, Desitee yells “Shame, Shame, Shame” in a thick accent. Her crime: the
wearing of chancletas. In this scene, one discerns that chusnerta is, in part, stigma-
tized by its refusal to be shamed and, furthermore, its shamelessness. Shame, on the
other hand, is an effect that shates a particularly dense history with “queerness.”
Queeritself isa taking back of the shaming epithet that does not participate in what
Eve Kosof sky Sedgwick has called "deontological closure” or cleansing, but, instead,
recomposes shame as an inhabitable and potentially enabling identity site.!* The
mind programmers who torture the chusmasin the tank strive to reestablish 2 damag-
ing and inhibiting shame. Chusmas, lke queets, have managed a spoiled identity by
disidentifying with shame, making it a souzce of energy as opposed to an occasion for
devaluation. Thus, both chusmas and queers make a wotld through performances
that disidentify with shame.

Chicas 2000 is a theatrical text that includes many shame-laden chusma perfor-
mances. Chusmer{a also permeates the production on the level of costumes and act-
ing. The costumes are loud, bright, and revealing. These semiobscene outfits comple-
ment the simple yet gaudy set design and go with the inexpensive Fourteenth Street
wigs that the actors also wear The acting is deliberately overindulgent; all four ac-
tors turn in performances reminiscent of the over-the-top antics of Charles Ludlam’s
legendary Ridiculous Theatrical Company:

The entire production is deeply picuo. Picuo is a word that sends me on a more
personal journey between queetness and chusmerfa. I remember walking into my fa-
ther's house one Saturday afternoon. He had just come home from work. This inci-
dent occurred during my late teens, at about the time I manifested my “difference”
from my family by beginning to dress “punk.” This particular afternoon I had
donned a pair of bright red sunglasses thatI had shoplifted from the drugstore where
I worked after school. As I entered the house, my father took one look at me and
asked why I was wearing such glasses. At this stage of my adolescence, my father's
displeasure in me often progressed to anger. What I wanted to say was that I had en-
listed these red sunglasses in an attempt to see the world differendy, to look beyond
the universe of my family and ethnicity, perhaps to see things they never wanted me
to see. Of course, I said no such thing. Instead, I off ered some lame defense—claiming
that my ruby lenses were some new style ot fashion. My father, with equal measures
of disgust and exhaustion in his voice, said that the sunglasses were simply picxo. I in-
stantly knew that this was one of those old-fashioned Cuban werds that had not com-
pletely traveled to Miami. I was not sure what it meant, but I feared the worst. By
now it was clear to all parties concerned that I would 7oz be following the path of
Cuban-Ametican heterosexuality that had been so neatly laid out for me I would in-
stead be traveling my own route, with my own friends, and, most probably, with
these scarlet sunglasses. My father’s temper storms and the increasingly frequent tone
of disgust in his voice indicated that he suspected what my general destination was.
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He was none too happy about this. I instantly felt the shaming properties of picuo
and imagined that I was being called the faggot I was about to become. Weeks later I
summoned the courage to ask my mother what picuo meant. She explained that the
word meant tacky. The clothing chusmas wote was, for example, picso. Chusmas 1
kmew from. I remembered stories of our loud and quarrelsome neighbor Hilda La
Flaca (skinny Hilda), who lived next door to us in Havana. According to my parents,
het chusmeria, which was most often evidenced by tales of her street brawls with her
husband, was legendary: (It certainly wes to me.) So picuo did not mean what I
thought (and secretly hoped) it would mean. But.I was nonetheless still stung by my
father’s shaming. Although he could not call me the maricin (faggot) I was, he found
another way of inducing the same shame in me without having to own his son’s
quecrness by performing so direct a speech act. His lips were spared the indignity of
speaking my name and performatively confirming what for him was the worst. I was
left shamefaced and picuo.

The fact that picuo meant tacky, yet ] feared that it might mean queer, reveals
what is for me a point of convergence between these two different forms of alrerity.
Both the queer and the “tacky” poor have failed to properly be hailed by hetero-
sexuality and capitalism. Both shate this sense of “failure” when hailed by the call of
normativity:

This recollection also concretizes what for me are the powerful and inescapable
links between chusmerla and queemness. The play’s politics and performances are
located at these links. All the performers and most of the characters are queer; Car-
melita and Rodesia, for instance, have a star-crossed bear-gisl hybrid/ chusma affair.
Alterity is not performed via the route of queerness but is instead articulated through
chusmeria. The discourse of queerness has mostly been employed by white perform-
ers. Performers of color who work through this concept often feel the need to define
themselves against the overarching whiteness of “queer.” Chusmeria becomes a mode
of articulating a gueer world (for the world of Chusmatown is most certainly that)
through the auspices of Latina performance, Chusmeria provides Carmelita and her
collaborators an occasion to speak queer ardbeyond.

Performance, Politics, and the Making of Queer Worlds

A centzal contention of this study is that minotitarian performance labors to make
wotlds—worlds of transformative politics and possibilities. Such performance engen-
ders woilds of ideological potentiality that alter the present and map out a fiture.
Performance is thus imbued with a great deal of power in my study. But what is
meant precisely by “worldmaking”? The concept of worldmaking delineates the ways
in which performances—both theatrical and everyday rituals—have the ability to es-
tablish alternate views of the world, These alternative vistas are more than simply
views or perspectives; they are ‘oppositional ideologies that function as critiques of
oppressive regimes of “truth” that subjugate minoritarian people. Oppositional
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counterpublics are enabled by visions, “worldviews,” that reshape as they deconstruct
reality: Such counterpublics are the aftermath of minoritatian performance. Such
performances transport the performer and che spectator to a vantage point where
transformation and policics are imaginable. Worldmaking performances produce
these vantage points by slicing into the facade of the real that is the ma joritarian pub-
lic sphere. Disidentificatory performances opt to do more than simply tear down the
majoritarian public sphere. They disassemble that sphere of publicity and use its
parts to build an alternative reality. Disidentification uses the majoritarian culture as
raw material to make a new world.

Nelson Goodman, among the first writers to employ the term worldmaking, has
remarked that “composition and decomposition” are central to that process. Other
aspects of worldmaking that he lists include revisionary “weighing” and “ordering” of
reality as well as practices of “deletion and supplementation,” and, finally; “deforma-
tion.”"5 In this book, I have outlined the ways in which minoritarian performances
have done all of this work. Chicas 2000 has offered an oppositional public where a
stigmatized identity is simultaneously decomposed and recomposed; where values
and tastes are reordered and reweighed utilizing alternate criteria; where a degree of
editing, deletion, and supplementation is applied to an oppressive social script; and
where a fundamental deformation of the dominant public sphere is achieved. All of
this is the work of disidentification.

Performance is capable of providing a ground-level assault on a hegemonic world
vision that substantiates the dominant public sphere. Disidentificatory performance
willfully disavows that which majoritarian culture has decreed as the “real” The force
of performances that I collect in this book is performative as opposed to epistemo-
logical energy. Disidentificatory performance’s performativicy is manifest through
strategies of iteration and reteration. Disidentificatory performances are performa-
tive acts of conjuring that deform and re-form the world. Thés resteration builds
worlds. It proliferates “reals,” or what I call worlds, and establishes cthe groundwork
for potential oppositional counterpublics.

Such performances transport both audience and perfommer, equally integral com-
ponents of any performance, to another space. In his classic treatise on the liminal
space of convergence between theater and anthropology, Richard Schechner has
pointed out two modalities of performance: performances of transportation and per-
formances of transformation.!s Tmnsportation is more typically associated with the-
ater, whereas transformacion is linked to the ream of ritual. Performances of trans-
portation move the speccator from the space of the ordinary world to a performative
realm. After the performance has expired, che spectator is returned to the realm of
the ordinary at about the same place he or she entered. Individuals who have experi-
enced transport performance have encountered some minimal change in their lives.
Performances of transformation include bar mitzvahs and other initiations into
adulthood. Transformation performances do not merely “mark” a change, they effect
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a change through the performative act. Schechner is quick to point out that these
two modalities of performance are not always discrete categories and the same perfor-
mance will often include components of both. Chicas 2000, a performance that I
have been describing as a queer worldmaking performance, initiates both spectator
and performer into chusmahood—a very queer and racialized ontology: It transports
the spectator to Chusmatown, a performative world whete chusmerfais not a toxic
identity characteristic, but instead an emergent American identity. This transforma-
tion makes inroads on the “real world.”

Schechner’s project maps out a “point of contact” between performances of
transformation and performances of transportation. In his paradigm, the transported
(the actor, performer, cultural worker) imprints change onto the transformed (who
might be a spectator or a performer in a ritual). I am suggesting that the imprint left
on both petformer and audience is laden with queer worldmaking potentialities.
These imprints or marks are “loaded with power” and potentially “bind a person to
his community; anchor him to an identity”; and “are at once intimate and public.”?

Disidentificatory performance’s ability to move a subject through political and
symbolic space is only one of its particularities worth noting. The performances I
collect in this text also possess extremely special temporalities in that they exist in
both the future and t he present. This phrase, “the future and the present,” echoes the
work of the great Marxist theoretician C. L. R. James, whose first volume of col-
lected writing was titled T he Freure in the Proent.'® This title riffs on an aspect of
Hegelian dialectics that suggests that the affirmation known as the future is con-
tained within its negation, the present. In another text, his coauthored Facing Realsy,
James argues that a socialist future could be glimpsed by observing wotker interac-
tion and sociality within the space of the industrialized factory. Furthermore, he ex-
plains, the shop floor was an actually existing socialist realsty in the present. His most
striking proof for this thesis considers the case of an anonymous worker at an un-
named factory:

In one deparrment of a certain plant in the U.S. there is a worker who is

physically incapable of carrying out his duties. But he is a man with wife and

children and his condition is due to the strain of previous work in the plant.

The workers have organized theit work so that for ten years he has had practi-
cally nothing to do.??

James looks to this situation and others like it throughout the world as examples of
an already existing socialist present outside of the bureaucracy that characterized the
Eastern bloc. James argues that “the fitndamental task” is “to recognize the socialist
society and recotd the facts of its existence™; thus, the scenes he describes are 1o be
read as “outposts of a new society.” This notion of the fature in the present is mani-
fest in James's post-Trotskyist workerism, which has been critiqued widely. Two of
James’s most famous collaborators denounced this notion as delusional and naive.
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Cornelius Castoriadis (who contributed to the book under his pen name Pierre
Chaulieu) countered James's claims by explaining, “It is not difficult to understand
that if socialist society already existed people would have noticed it”; and Raya
Dunayevskaya, who, with James, founded the Johnson-Forest Tendency in American
Marxism, stated that “the man who can write ‘It is agreed that the socialist society ex-
ists' need never face reality.”® These are harsh words from allies and friends; yet, de-
spite these damning critiques, I am stll drawn to this idea in James and its emphasis
on the factory worker, particularly its framing of the social performer as something
more than a cog. I contend that James'’s dialectical utopianism can tell us something
about the tempordity of disidentificatory performance, which I have described as
worldmakingperformance. I have suggested that Chicas 2000 maps a future in which
the chusma citizen subject (who represents the minoritarian citizen subject) resists es-
calating state repression by performing the very shame-laden excessive aff ect thar the
state indexes as justification for discrimination. But such a future-oriented claim fails
to praperly consider the time and place of the present in the performance, that actu-
al sensuality of the present moment witnessed during the actual moment of perfor-
mance.2 If disidentificatory performance transports us across symbolic space, it also
inserts us in a coterminovs time where we witness a new formation within the pres-
ent and the future. In this fashion, the temporality of diﬁidentiﬁcatory performance
disrupts the mandates of the “burden ofliveness” that shadows the minoritarian sub-
ject in that the “burden ofliveness” labors to relegate this minoritarian citizen subject
to the live and the present and thus evacuates such personages from history. The
coterminous temporality of disidentificatory performance exists within the future
and the present, surpassing relegation to one temporality (the present) and insisting
on the minoritarian subject’s status as world-historical entity. Chicas 2000 is more
than a vision of a future moment; it s also about something new emerging in the ac-
niality of the present, during the scene of performance. The stage, like the shop floor,
is a venue for performances that allow the spectator access to queer life-worlds that
exist, importantly and dialectically; within the fiture and the present.

James's workerist theory allows me to think of the minoritarian performer as a
worker and the performance of queer worldmaking as Jabor. This notion of per-
former as avant-garde worker is calibrated to derail limited essentialist o7 construc-
tionist understandings of the worker. Queer and gender theories that employ perfor-
mance and performativity are, according to Cindy Patton, primarily responses to
critiques of essentialized identity and debates about the end of identity politics. The
problem that Patton detects with this direction in those larger bodies of theory is
what she perceives as an “overemphasis on the actant-subject and a relative lack of
consideration of the stage or content or field of the performance or performative
act.”22 For Patton, performativity and performance are important critical terms for
social theory. Performativity, for instance, can also discern the role ofinstitutions and
the state as players in a performative scene; for it is not only counterpublic cultural
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workers who utilize different modes of performance, but also the ideological state ap-
paratus_ and other aspects of the hegemonic order that perform. Disidentificatory
performances sometimes mimic and remake those performances with a critical
worldmaking difference, but such performances are some among many. The social is
both a stage and a battlefield. Different performances attempt to order reality and
prescribe “truth” and organize hierarchies. Opposing players also use competing
discourses that need to be understood (and countered) as performative. Whiteness,
heteronormativity, and misogyny are performative projects and disidentification is a
counterperformativity.

Ngugi wa Thiong'o has also stressed the state’s status as a performing entity
within the context of colonial and postcolonial regimes. He has argued that “The
struggle between the arts and the state can be seen in performance in general and in
thebattleover the performance space in particular.”?? In that essay-opening sentence,
Ngugi describes, with different terminology, the manner in which disidentificatory
performances (by postcolonial artists) serve as counterpublicity that contests the per-
formances of majoritarian regimes (by empire or the neocolonial state).

The stakes in the conflict between performing forces is the world, or, better put,
the world to be made. Ngugi further specifies the performance of the state: “The
state has its areas of performance; so has the artist. While the state performs power,
the power of the antist is solely in the performance. Both the state and the artist have
a different conception of time, place, content, goals, either of their own perfdrmance
or of the other, but they have the audience as their common target. "4

The performances and performative energies located in Marga Gomez’s imagi-
nary talk show, Jean-Michel Basquiat’s pop art paintings, Isaac Julien’s revisionary
history of the Harlem Renaissance, Richard Fung’s reconstructed porn and ethnogra-
phy, Vaginal Davis’s white masculinity stage show, Ela Troyano’s Latina camp, Pedro
Zamord’s version of The Real World, Felix Gonzalez-Torres’s “disidentity politics,” all
share a common goal with the repressive regimes of truth they counter: they all aim
to make worlds. Ngugi’s distinction is key: the state performs power but the artist’s
power comes through performance. Thus, all the disidentificatory performances 1
have chronicled have been enactments of power in the face of repressive truth
regimes and the state power apparatus.

Chicas 2000 enacts power and attempts to make a world by imagining a dystopic
scenario thatcritiques the present by imaging its teleological future. The play visual-
izes a “worst-case scenario” that is well within the limits of our contemporary imagj-
nations and then locates a kernel of counterpublic resistance within that nightmare
future. The production builds a present in the fature and, dialectically, a future in
the present. This temporality helps counter the “burden of liveness” mandate that
stalks the minorifarian subject insofar as time and space transport is made available
and the disidentifying player and spectator are freed from the holding cell that is the
stricely live, local, and present world. Politics is enabled and propelled by humor
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and extravagance. Chicas 2000 makes visible the performative ideology of the state
by exaggerating it, causing it t balloon to ridiculous proportions. Through its enact-
ment of comedy, Ludlamesque ridiculousness, and satire, Carmelita Tropicana’s play
extrapolates a queer world within a very antiqueer firture.

This book has insisted on the need to read disidentificatory petformances in manifes-
tations both live and not so live. The priority has been to describe the performative
politics of disidentificatory performances, which is to say that I have opted against an
epistemological approach to disidentification and have instead attempted to offer de-
scriptions of what disidentification does within the social, Rather than pit performa-
tivity against performance or stack them next to each other in a less than interactive
fashion, I have chosen to employ a methodology that stresses the perf ormativity of or
in peformance. It ismy contention that #he doing that matters most and the perfor-
mance that seems most crucial are nothing short of the actual making of worlds.

Disidentification is a point of departure, a process, a building. Although it is a
mode of reading and performing, it is ultimately a form of building. This building
takes place in the fiture and in the present, which is to say that disidendficatory pet-
formance offers a utopian blueprint for a possible future while, at the same time,
staging a new political formation in the present. Stakes are high. People of color and
queers ate scapegoated, targeted, and assaulted in all manner of ways. Through the
“burden of liveness,” weare called to perform our liveness for elites who would keep
us from realizing our place in a larger historical narrative. Queers of color and other
minoritarians have been denied a world. Yet, these citizen subjects are not without re-
sources—they never have been. This study has tracked utopian impulses made mani-
fest by the performers, cultural workers, and activists who are nof content merely to
survive, but instead use the stuff of the “red world” to remake collective semse of
“worldness” through spectacles, pecformances, and willfil enactments of the self for
others. The minoriratian subject employs disidentification as a crucial practice of
contesting social subordination through the project of worldmaking. The promises
made by disidentification’s performance are deep. Our charge as spectators and actors
is to continue disidentifying with this world until we achieve new ones.
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that affirms rather than appropriates Asian male sexualicy.

29, Edward Said, Orientalion (NewYark: Random House, 1979), pp. 23,

30. Homi K. Bhabha, “The Other Q uestion: The Stereotype of Colonial Discourse,” Screen 24:6
(1983); reprinted in Bhabha, "he Location of Culture. Tom Hastngs offers che most inceresting and sus-
tained critique of the hererosexist blind spots in Said’s study in his “Said’s Orientalism and the
Discourse of (Hetero)Sexuality,” Canadian Review of American Studia 23:1 (1992): 130.

31. LisaLowe, Critical Tamaim: French and Brivish Orientalism (Ithaca, N.Y, and London: Cornell
University Press, 1991), p. 5.

32. Pratt, Under Imperial Eyes, p. 7.

33, See, for example, C. L. R. James, Beyond a Boundary{(London: Stanley Paul, 1963).
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34. Vijay Mishra and Bob Hodge touch on Canadd’s ambiguous postcolonial sratus in their csmay
“What Is Posr-Colonialism?* Textual Practices15:3 (1991): 339-414. Canada is also covered in the im-
portant primer by Bill Asharofr, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back: T heory and
Practice in Pose-Colonial Literatures (London and New York: Routledge, 1989).

35. The colonization of Canadas “French-Other,” Queber, by a decidedly North American (here
meanr to include Anglo-Canadian and mainstream U.S) culture has been touched on by Robert
Schwarezwald in his essay “Fear of Fedeeasty: Quebe’s Invented Fictions,” in Compavative American
Idemities: Race, Sex, and Nationality in the Modern Texy, ed. Hontense Spillers (New Yorl: Routledge,
1991), p 181, Pung's Asian queer community ean be understood 2 another “Other-Canada™ that expe-
riences a cultural colonization under the sign of North America.

36. Antwonio Beaftez-Rojo, The Repeating Liland: The Caribbean and the Possimodern Perspedive,
teans, James E. Matanisis (Dutham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1992), p. 11.

37, Fung’s videos are available chrough Video Data Bank, School of the Art Institute of Chiago,
112 Soath Michigan Avenue, Suite 312, Chicago, IL 60603 (Telephone: 312.345-3550),

4. “The White to Be Angry”

L Barney Hoskyns, Waiting jor the Sun: Smange Days, Weird Scenes and the Sound of Los Angdes
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996), p. 307.

2. George Lipsiw, Dangerous Crossings: Popular Music, Postmwoderniom and the Poetics of Space
(NewYork and London: Verso, 1994), p. 17.

3. TommyGeacand Mike Glass, “Supremely Vaginal,” aRzde1:2 (fall 1995): 42,

4. Ibid.

5. Kimbecle William Crenshaw, “Beyond Racism and Misogyny: Black Feminism and 2 Live
Crew.” in Words T hat Wound.: Critical RaceTheory, Assaultive Speech, and the First Amendment; ed. Mari
J Mawsuda et al. (Boulder, Colo: Westview Peess, 1993), pp. 111-32.

6. Péix Guattari, Soft Subversions, ed. Sylvere Lottinger, trans. David L. Sweet and Chet Wiener
(NewYork: Semiotaxtle], 1996), p. 37.

7. Julian Fleisher, T he Drag Queens of Naw York: An Hllustrated Field Guide so Drag (New Yarks
Riverhead Books, 1996).

8. “Realness” is mimetic of a cerrain high-feminine style in standard realist tenns.

9. Many of the performers I have just mentioned appear in the film documentation of New
Yals annual drag festival, Wegstock: The Movie.

10. Gear and Glass, “Supremely Vaginal> p. 77.

11. Antonio Gramsd, “The Formation of Intellecruals,” in The Madern Prince and Other Wrisings,
teans. Louis Marks (New York: International Publishers, 1959), p. 181.

12. Here 1do not mean homogencityin its more quotidian usage. the opposite of hewerogencous,
butinstead in 2 Gramsdan sensethatis meant to connote social cohesion.

13. John Fiske, “Opening the Hallway: Some Remarks on the Fectility of Stuart Hall's
Contibution to Critical Theary,” in Stwart Hall: Critical Dialogues in Culsaal Studies, ed. David
Morley ad Kuan-Hsing Chen (New York: Routledge, 1996), pp. 213-14. Alsq for an analysis thac
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subeultures, Subcalsure: T he Meaning of Style(London: Routedge, 1979).

14. Miss Guy’s image was featured in designer Calvin Klein's CK One ad campaign. Her androgy-
nous, nontraditional drag was seen all over the nation in print and television advercisements. This ad
campaign represented a version of gender diversity that was net previoisly available in print advertising.
Yer, this diversity only; once again, led to a voyeuristic absorption with gender diversity and no real en-
gagemenc with this node of diff erance.
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15. Queercore writer Dennis Cooper, in an artempt to out the “real” Davis in Spin mapazine, im-
plied that Hilliard was the arist’s true identity. The joke was on Cooper becanse her professional identi-
ty as Hilliard was another “imagined identity.” Davis has explained to me that her actual birth name is
Clarence, which will be an important fact as my reading unfolds.

16. Analternate, yet complemennary, reading of the name Clarence would link thiswhite militia-
man and theact of cross-race minstrelsy to the George Bush-appainted Supreme Court justice Clarence
Thomas, an Afican-American who has conttibured to the eresion of civil rights within the nation.

17. Here I risk collapsing all antigovernment militias with more traditional domestic terrorists
such as the Klu Klux Klan or neo-Nazis. Nor all militiamen are white suprernacists and the vast majosi-
ty of white supremacists are not in a militia. But Davis’s Clarence is definitely concerned with racist
militias whose antigovernment philosophies are also overtly xenophobic and white supeemacist.

18. Eric Lott, Love and Thefe: Black face Minstrelsy and the Amevican Working Class (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993), p 25.

19. Antonic Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks (New Yorle International Publishers,
1971), p. 14

20. Ibid., p. 348.

21. For an example of this divide in classical Marxism, see ICad Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” in
The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. RobestTucker (New Yark: W. W. Norton, 1972), p. 145,

22. Mack Simpson, ed.,, Anti-Gay (London: Freedom Editions, 1996).

23, Ibid., p. ax.

24. Ibid.
25. Stuart Hall, “Gramsci’s Relevance for the Study of Race and Ethnidty,” in Fiske, Stuart Hal,
p 433, .
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27. Hall, "Gramsci’s Relevance,” p. 439.

28. Cornel West, “Afro-American Oppression and Maodsm,” in M arxiim and Interpretasion, ed.
Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossbesg (Urbana: Unniversity of Illinois Press, 1988).

29. Ibid, p. 440.

5. Sister Acts

L See Jill Dolan’s review of Carmelita Tropicana’s work at the Chandelier Club, “Carmelita
Tropicana Chats at the Club Chanddlier,” TDR: T he Drama Review 29:1 (1985): 26-32; and C. Carr,
On Edge: Performance as the End of the Tuwentieth Century Hanaver, N.H:: Wesleyan University Press,
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course in favor of how (white) heterosexuals could develop 2 camp sensibility. See Susan Sontag, “Notes
on Camp,” in Against Interpretation New York Delta, 1979). Fora cririque of Sontag’s urbane homo-
phobia, see D. A. Miller, “Sontag's Urbanity,” Ocober 49 (1989): 21-101.

4. The term Loisaida hasbeen nsed to describe a neighborhood in the Lower East Side of New
Yotk City where ef barrio meets bohemia.

5. Celeste Olalquiaga, Megalopolés: Corgemporary Culvural Sensibilities (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1992).
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6. The store’s name, not insignificandy, signifies upon one of the first Latino characters that
made it into the popular American imagination. The hybrid child of Ridey Ricardo (Desi Arnaz) and
Lucy (McGillicuddy) Ricuwdo (Lucille Ball} embodied the mixing and literal miscegenation that oceurs
when cultures collide or otherwise meet. Interestingly, the birth of Little Ricky on I Love Lucy became a
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7. Andrew Ross, No Respect: Intellectuals and Popsdar Culture (New York: Routledge, 1989),
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8. BEve Kosofsky Sedgwick, T be Episterology of the Closes (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
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15. Carr, On Edge, p. 83.
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18. Interestingly; Ela Troyano portrays the object of a nun’s desite in Su Friedrich’s video Dammned
if You Don't.
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22. Wayne Dynes, Enclopedia of Homosexuality New York: Garland Publishing, 1990).

23. Davy, “Fe/Male Impersonation,” p. 145.

24. Cathy Griggers, "Lesbian Bodies inthe Age of (Post)Mechanical Re production,” in The Lesbian
Possmodern, ed. Laura Dolan (New York: Columbia Univessity Press, 1993), p 128; my emphasis.

25. Homi K. Bhabha, “Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial Discousse,” in The
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Location of Culture (New York and London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 85-92; criginally published in
October 28 (1984): 125-33.

26. Fernando Ortiz, Glwario de Afionegrivmo (Havana: Lnprenta “El Sigle XX,” 1924), p. 185.
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CherrieMoraga, and Barbara Smith come to mind as thinkers who radicalized notions of gay and les-
bian identity in an antiracist fashian,

6. Pedro Zamora's Real World of Counterpublicity

1. Michel Foucault, The Himry of Sexualizy, vol. 3, The Care of the Self, trans. Robert Hurley
New York Vmtage Books, 1986). Aso see Michel Fouault, “The Ethic of the Cae of the Self as 4
Practice of Freedom,” in The Final Faucault ed. Jomes Bernaver and David Rasmussen, trans. J. D.
Gauthier (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987).

2. Michel Fouaault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview of Warlcin Progress,” in Ezhtes:
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3. Gearge Yudice, “Marginality and the Ethics of Survivah” in Andrew Ross, ed., Universal
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6. Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere,” in The Phantom Public Sphere, ed. Bruce
Rabbins ¢(Minneapalis; University af Minnesoea Press, 1993), p. 4.

7. Oslear Nege and A'exander Kluge, Public Sphere and Experience: Toward an Analysis of the
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Habermas, see Jon Simmons, Foueauls andthe Political(New York Routledge, 1995).

10. Ibid, p. 103,

11, FredricJameson, “On Negt and Kluge,” ia The Phantom Public Sphere, p. 49.

12, Hillary Johnsen and Nancy Rommelmann, T b Real Real World (New Yorke M1V Bocks/
Pocket Baoks/Melcher Media, 1995), p. 158.

13. Ibld.

14. Hansen, “Foreward.” pp. woviii-oodx,

15 Zamora has continued to be, even after his death, a beacon of queer passibllity thanks ta
MTV’s palicy of continucusly airing The RealWarld reruns, fiom all five seasons.
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16. Both Ricardo and Zamora are figures of ambivalence in tharalthough they boch held pioneer-
ing roles in the histary of Latino representation in the media, they also seemed to have no qualms abour
performing far whice people. Of course, this comparison flls aparc when one considers the motivacions
thatorganized these perfarmances for whites. Zamora’s motivations were not about prometing an indi-
vidual career, butinstead about being an activistand a pedagogue in a largerhealth emergency. Bue bath
men are icons, and their iconicity is a troubling thing; one might wish daac they had been less willing to
assimilate, bat ane cannort discount che influence of sheir work on a larger culeural imaginary, This noce
is a response t0 a conversation with Jorge Ipnacio Cortifias, a Cuban-American acdvist and culeural
worker whose astute skepticism 2nd critical ambivalence have helped me nuance this discussion of
Zamora’swork. Cortifias also urged me ¢o considera comparison between Ricardo and Zamora.

17. Johnson and Rommelmann, T heReal Resl World, p. 90.

18. Joseph Hanania, "Resurgence of Gay Roles on Tdevision,” Los Angdes Times; November 3,
1994, p. 12.

19. Ibid.

20, Ibid.

21. The show used only frst names. Thus, when I discuss the narratives of accual episodes, T will
employ “Pedro,” and when I refer mastly to the man and culrural wotker outside of theshow's narrative,
T will use “Zamora.”

22. T use the rerm Mexiatn-American vodescribe Rachel because I imagine that her political ideal-
ogy would nat be aligned with the palitics of the Chicana/o movement,

23. The confessional is a room where house occupants perform a peisonal monologue for a st~
tionary camera. The canfessional footage is later intercut with che thow’s narrative.

24. Hal Rubeastein, "Pedro Leaves Us Breathless,” POZ 1:3 (August-Sepeember 1994): 38-41,
79-81.

25. Judd and Pamdid eventually begin dating, buconlyafter theshowstopped filming, Failed on-
the-set couplings includeEric and Julie during the first season, Puck and Rachelin the third, and Kac
and Neil in the fourth.

. 26. Michel Poucault, Foucanlt Live, ed. Sylvére Lotringer, trans. John Johnston (New York
Semiotext(e}, 1989), p. 204.

27. Ibid.

28. The Pedro Zamora Memorial Fund was established after his death. The fiund was set up to
educate women, young peaple, minarities, and the poor abour HIV/AIDS, and to fund AIDS service
arganizacions. The fund, parz of AIDS Action, can be reached ar 202-986-1300 ext. 3013,
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in Film and Video New York: Columbia Universiey Press, 1996).

2. Robert Storr, “Sewting Traps forthe Mind and Heart," Ar7in Amen'ca84:1 (January 1996): 73.

3. Tim Rallins, “Interview wich Felix Gonzalez-Torres,” in F elix Gonzalez-Torses, ed. William S,
Bartman (New York: AR.T. Press, 1993), p. 19.

4. John Guillory; Crltural Capital: The Problems of Literary Canon Formation (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 11.

5. Wahneema Lubiang, “Like Being Mugged by a Metaphor: Multiculcuralism and Stare Narra-
cives” in Map ping Mulviaulturalism. ed. Avery Gordon and Chriscopher Newficld (Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press 1996), p. 69.

6. Savoj Ziseh, “The Speceer of Ideologys” in Mapping Idedlogy (London: Verso, 1994), p. 11.

7. Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere,” in The Phantom Public Sphere, ed. Bruce
Rabbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), p. 22.
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8. Ménica Amor, “Felix Gonzalez-Torres: Towards a Postmodern Sublimity;* Third Tex; ne. 30
(1995): 73.

9. Sec Lauren Berlant, “National Brand¥/National Body; fmization of Life,” in The Phantom
Public Sphere, ed. Bruce Robbins (Minneapolis: University of Minnesora Press 1993), pp. 173-208, for
a compelling reading of public invisibiliry and private visibility in ¢he public sphere.

10. Deugles Crimp, AIDSDEMOGRAPHICS (Scattle: Bay Press, 1990), p. 14.

11. Peggy Phelan, Unmakad: The Politics of Pepormance (New York and London: Routledge,
1993), p. 146.

12. Ibid.

13. I do not know for certain that the dark-baired olive-skinned man T am discussing is Latino.
Because Latinos can be of anyracialgroup, a dark-skinned black man, an Asian man, ora blond Anglo
could also be Latino. But I read this particular insmllation as calling on the iconography of the Latine
go-go boy. This iconography is familiar to those acquainted with gay New Yak's bar and club culture;
thelatino go-go boy s a coveted and ferishized “type” within these circles. Gonzalee-Torres also used fe-
male go-go dencers bar, from what T can discern, did so less frequently. Most of the documentations of
these performances represent male dancers (young men with dark hair and gym-buile bodies) that corre-
spond to this “Latine go-go boy” iconography.

14. The Eros was shut down by Mayor Rudolph Giuliani in 1997 as parc of his “quality of life
campaign” that has targeted the sex industry and queer public sex culture as well as the homeless and
families living on public assistance.

15. Michael Moon bas discussed someof WarhoI's flmic engagements with he 1960s buser cul-
ture in his rich essay “Outlaw Sex and the ‘Search for America’: Representing Male Prostitation and
Peeverse Desire in Sixties Film (My Husclerand Midnight Cawboy),” Quarterly Review of Film and Video
15:1 (1993): 27-40.

16. Anarticle in the Village Voice focuses an the Latino Fan Club porn company that specializes in
homeboy Larines baving sex with each other and the occasional desiring white man in fontasy scenasios
such as prisons and drug rehab centers. The author makes a more general peint about the relacionship
between Latine men and white men in gay male consumer culrure: “The relationship of gaywhite men
and Latinos, whether munzal attraction or mutual exploitation, has its lore, its litcratuce, and plenty-of
anecdortal evidence” (V'mceAlettd, Village Vaice, June 28, 1994, pp. 30-31).

17. Amor, “Felix Gonzalez-Torres,” p. 73; my emphasis.

18. Sec the last chapter of Phelar’s Unmarked, “The Ontalogy of Performance: Representation
without Reproduction” {pp. 146-66), for a persuasive atgument for performance’s ability ¢o offer repre-
sentation without reproduction.

19, Simon Watney, Practices of Freedom: Selucted Writings on HIVIAIDS (Durham, N.C.: Duke
University Press, 1994), p. 156.

20. See, for cxample, Michel Foucault, “The Ethic of Care of the Selfas a Practice of Freedom: An
Incesrview,™ wans, J. D, Gauthier, in The Final Fouoauls, ed. James Bernauer and David Rasmussen
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994).

21. Paul Veyne, “The Final Foucault and His Ethics,” trans Catherine Porter and Ameld L
Davidson. Critical Inquiry 20 (autumn 1993): 1-9; David Halperin, Saint Faucauds: Towards a Gay
Hagjography WNew York: Oxfard University Press, 1995), p. 75; emphasis in original,

8. Latina Performance and Queer Worldmaking

L The phywasfirs performed at Dixon Placein NewYark City in June 1997, Dixon is a small
performance space located en Manhatan's Bowery. The space is also Dixon Place director Ellie Covan’s
living room. Much of the performance that goes on at Dixon Place represents minaiitarian communi-
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ties. T have seen a lot of theater and performance ar Dixon Place. The space has enabled ¢he work of
emergent artists such as Idris Mignot and Dan Bacalze and has continued to promote chework of es-
tablished performers such & Holly Hughes and Carmelita Tropicana.

2. For an elucidating take on Carmeliw’s relationshipwirhAlina, see David Romdn’sexcellent in-
terview with theartise, “Carmelica Tropicana Unplugged,” Drama Review39:3 {fall 1995): 83—93.

3. Irving Goffman, Stgma: Nates on the Management of Spailed Identity (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice Hall, 1963).

4. Judith Buter, Excitable Speech: A Politics of t he Perfrmaive Mew York and London: Routledge,
1997), p. 2.

5. Within the context of Latin American exile, ic is significant chat her heart is no¢ her own.
Rodesia’s condition reminds us of the exilic subject who has lefther heare in Cuba or Chile or Mexico or
some other romanticized homeland.

6. Conversations with May Jeseph about the challenge chat post-colonial studies presents to che
performance-seudies paradigm have helped me co develop this concept.

7. Elin Diamond, Umnzking Mimesis (New Yark and London: Routledge), p. 152,

8. Ibid.

9. Coco Fusco, “The Other History of Inwercultural Peformance,” Drama Reviaw 38:1 (spring
1994): 143-67.

10. Philip Auslander, “Liveness: Performance and the Anxety of Simulation,” in Performanceand
Cultvr al Politics, ed. Elin Diamond (New York and London: Routledge, 1996), p. 198.

11. Secchapeer 5 for more ontheindefatgable Pingalito.

12, Gustavo Pérez Firmat, T he Cuban Condision: Tanslation and Identvsy in Modern Cuban Litera-
ture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pres, 1989).

13. EveKosofsky Sedgwick, “Queer Perf armativity: Henty James's The Arz oft he Novel” GLQ 1:1
{summer 1993); 13.

14. Fourteenth Street is 2 famous discount chumashopping suip in lower Manhatean. It is also
theplacethelow-budgetdrag queens go searching fora wig.

15. Nelson Goodman, Way of Worldmaking (Indianapolis: Hacketc, 1978), pp.1-23.

16. Richard Schechner, Between T heaste and Arahropology (Philadelpbia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 1985), especially pp. 117-50.

17. Tbid., p. 131, Pepgy Phelanhas gestred to the difference berween her own methodology and
Schechner’s in this respect: “Schechner refers pesitively to the power of performance to ‘invent’ che real,
I am arguing that actually performance admits and tries to face the impossibility of seizing/sceing the
red anywhere anytime” (Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: T be Politics o fPerformance [New York and Londen:
Routledge, 1993, p. 192 n. 2). The performance theory that I am employing shares similarities with
borh scholats’ appreaches. The methodology thae I have been elaborating in Disidenti fieations suggests
that disidentificatory performances do in fact oritigue the seal, or at least what passes for the real within
majoritarian culture’s hegemonic order, and, farthermore, go on to “invent” alternate realicies or wodds
char furcher this critique and make worlds of political possibility.

My usage of the word real, with a lowercase “r,” needs to be distinguished from Peggy Phelan’s
“Real,” which is a psychoanalytic understanding of “the Real” extrapolated from her reading of Jacques
Lacan. Her project stresses that representation and the image itselfare limited by their partial and phan-
tasmic engagement wirh what Lacanian psychoanalysis posits as the Real, as full Being itsdlf. Part of
Unnar ked’s contribution isits analysis of the ways in which competing discourses within representaton
characrerizethemselves as the “Real-real.” I would venture to say that Phelan’s project and my own con-
veige in our understanding of perfarmance’s ability to disrupt hegemonic notions of the Real-real or the
true-Real. Although I agree wirh Phelan’s thesis that performance faces up to the “impessibility of
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seizing/seeing the real anywhere anytime” (ibid), the power of performance for me exists not only in
this epistemological revelation, but also within what 1 understmnd to be disideasifcatory performancés
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