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is necessary to learn a double movement: to invoke the category and, hence,
provisionally to institute an identity and at the same time to open the cat-
egory as a site of permanent political contest. That the term is questionable
does not mean that we ought not to use it, but neither does the necessity to
use it mean that we ought not perpetually to interrogate the exclusions by
which it proceeds, and to do this precisely in order to learn how to live the
contingency of the political signifier in a culrare of democratic contestation.

8

CRITICALLY QUEER

Discourse is not life; its time is not yours.
—Michel Foucault, “Politics and the Study of Discourse”

he risk of offering a final chapter on “queer” is that the term will be
taken as the summary moment, but I want to make a case that it is perhaps
only the most recent. In fact, the temporality of the term is precisely what
concerns me here: how is it that a term that signaled degradation has been
turned—"refunctioned” in the Brechtian sense—to signify a new and
affirmative set of meanings? Is this a simple reversal of valuations such
that “queer” means either a past degradation or a present or future affir-
mation? Is this a reversal that retains and reiterates the abjected history
of the term? When the term has been used as a paralyzing slur, as the
mundane interpellation of pathologized sexuality, it has produced the
user of the term as the emblem and vehicle of normalization; the occasion
of its utterance, as the discursive regulation of the boundaries of sexual
legitimacy. Much of the straight world has always needed the queers it has
sought to repudiate through the performative force of the term. If the
term is now subject to a reappropriation, what are the conditions and
limits of that significant reversal? Does the reversal reiterate the logic
of repudiation by which it was spawned? Can the term overcome its
constitutive history of injury? Does it present the discursive occasion for a
powerful and compelling fantasy of historical reparation? When and how
does a term like “queer” become subject to an affirmative resignification
for some when a term like “nigger,” despite some recent efforts at reclama-
tion, appears capable of only reinscribing its pain? How and where does
discourse reiterate injury such that the various efforts to recontextualize
and resignify a given term meet their limit in this other, more brutal, and
relentless form of repetition?!

In On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche introduces the notion of the
“sign-chain” in which one might read a utopian investment in discourse,

one that reemerges within Foucault’s conception of discursive power.
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Nietzsche writes, “the entire history of a ‘thing,” an organ, a custom can be
a continuous sign-chain of ever new interpretations and adaprations whose
causes do not even have to be related to one another but, on the contrary,
in some cases succeed and alternate with one another in a purely chance
fashion” (77). The “ever new” possibilities of resignification are derived
from the postulated historical discontinuity of the term. But is t]’li:g pos.tu'-
lation itself suspect? Can resignifiability be derived from a pure historici-
ty of “signs”? Or must there be a way to think about the constraints or: and
in resignification that takes account of its propensity to return to the “ever
old” in relations of social power? And can Foucault help us here or does
he, rather, reiterate Nietzchean hopefulness within the discourse of power?
Investing power with a kind of vitalism, Foucault echoes Nietzsche as he
refers to power as “ceaseless struggles and confronrations. ..produFed from
one moment to the next, at every point, or rather in every relation from
one point to another.”

Neither power nor discourse are rendered anew at e.v-ery.momf:nt;
they are not as weightless as the utopics of radical resignification might
imply. And yet how are we to understand their convergent force as a.n
accumulated effect of usage that both constrains and enables their
reworking? How is it that the apparently injurious effects o.f discourse
become the painful resources by which a resignifying practice is wrought?
Here it is not only a question of how discourse injures bodies, but how
certain injuries establish certain bodies at the limits of available ontolo-
gies, available schemes of intelligibility. And further, how is l.t that tholse
who are abjected come to make their claim through and against the dis-

courses that have sought their repudiation?

PERFORMATIVE POWER

Eve Sedgwick’s recent reflections on queer performativity ask us not ?nly
to consider how a certain theory of speech acts applies to queer practices,
but how it is that “queering” persists as a defining moment of performa-
tivity.' The centrality of the marriage ceremony in J.L. Austin’s e?camples
of performativity suggests that the hererosexualizan.on of Fhe social bond
is the paradigmatic form for those speech acts which bring a-bout wha-lt
they name. “I pronounce you...” puts into effect the relation that it

names. But from where and when does such a performative draw its force,
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and what happens to the performative when its purpose is precisely to
undo the presumptive force of the heterosexual ceremonials

Performative acts are forms of authoritative speech: most performatives,
for instance, are statements that, in the uttering, also perform a certain
action and exercise a binding power.* Implicated in a network of autho-
rization and punishment, performatives tend to include legal sentences,
baptisms, inaugurations, declarations of ownership, statements which
not only perform an action, but confer a binding power on the action
performed. If the power of discourse to produce that which it names is
linked with the question of performativity, then the performative is one
domain in which power acts as discourse.

Importantly, however, there is no power, construed as a subject, that
acts, but only, to repeat an earlier phrase, a reiterated acting that is power
in its persistence and instability. This is less an “act,” singular and deliber-
ate, than a nexus of power and discourse that repeats or mimes the discur-
sive gestures of power. Hence, the judge who authorizes and installs the
situation he names invariably cizes the law that he applies, and it is the
power of this citation that gives the performative its binding or conferring
power. And though it may appear that the binding power of his words is
derived from the force of his will or from a prior authority, the opposite
is more true: it is through the citation of the law that the figure of the
judge’s “will” is produced and that the “priority” of textual authority is
established.’ Indeed, it is through the invocation of convention that the
speech act of the judge derives its binding power; that binding power is
to be found neither in the subject of the judge nor in his will, but in the
citational legacy by which a contemporary “act” emerges in the context of
a chain of binding conventions.

Where there is an “I” who utters or speaks and thereby produces an
effect in discourse, there is first a discourse which precedes and enables
that “I" and forms in language the constraining trajectory of its will. Thus
there is no “I” who stands behind discourse and executes its volition or

will through discourse. On the contrary, the “I” only comes into being
through being called, named, interpellated, to use the Althusserian term,
and this discursive constitution takes place prior to the “I”; it is the transi-
tive invocation of the “I.” Indeed, I can only say “I” to the extent that
I'have first been addressed, and that address has mobilized my place
in speech; paradoxically, the discursive condition of social recognition
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precedes and conditions the formation of the subject: recognitio'n-i? not
conferred on a subject, but forms that subject. Further, the impossibility of
a full recognition, that is, of ever fully inhabiting the name by wh%c-h one’s
social identity is inaugurated and mobilized, implies the instability and
incompleteness of subject-formation. The “I" is thus a .cuan.on. of the
place of the “I” in speech, where that place has a certain gnonty al:ld
anonymity with respect to the life it animates: it is the historically .rev1s—
able possibility of a name that precedes and exceeds me, but without

which I cannot speak.

QUEER TROUBLE

The term “queer” emerges as an interpellation that raises the qu'eSYion of
the status of force and opposition, of stability and variability, wizhin per-
formativity. The term “queer” has operated as one linguistic practice
whose purpose has been the shaming of the subject it names .or, rzlther, thi
producing of a subject #hrough that shaming interpellation. . Ql.seer
derives its force precisely through the repeated invocation by which it bas
become linked to accusation, pathologization, insult. This is an invocation
by which a social bond among homophobic communi.ties 1s forlTled
through time. The interpellation echoes past interpellanor‘ls, and b1.nc%s
the speakers, as if they spoke in unison across time. In this sense, it 1s
always an imaginary chorus that taunts “queer!” To what extf::nt, then, hz‘i‘s
the performative “queer” operated alongside, as a deformation ?f’ the “I
pronounce you..."” of the marriage ceremony? If the performative OpE?I‘—
ates as the sanction that performs the heterosexualization of the social
bond, perhaps it also comes into play precisely as fhe shaming taboo
which “queers” those who resist or oppose that social form as well as
those who occupy it without hegemonic social sanction. .
On that note, let us remember that reiterations are never simply repli-
cas of the same. And the “act” by which a name authorizes or deauthorizes
a set of social or sexual relations is, of necessity, @ repetition. “Could a
performative succeed,” asks Derrida, “if its formulation did not repeat a
‘coded’ or iterable utterance...if it were not identifiable in some way as a
‘citation’?”® If a performative provisionally succeeds (and I will suggest
that “success” is always and only provisional), then it is not because an
intention successfully governs the action of speech, but only because that
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action echoes prior actions, and accumulates the force of autbority through the
repetition or citation of a prior, authoritative set of practices. What this means,
then, is that a performative “works” to the extent that it draws on and covers
over the constitutive conventions by which it is mobilized. In this sense, no
term or statement can function performatively without the accumulating
and dissimulating historiciry of force.

This view of performativity implies that discourse has a history’ that
not only precedes but conditions its contemporary usages, and that this
history effectively decenters the presentist view of the subject as the
exclusive origin or owner of what is said® What it also means is that the
terms to which we do, nevertheless, lay claim, the terms through which
we insist on politicizing identity and desire, often demand a turn against
this constitutive historicity. Those of us who have questioned the presen-
tist assumptions in contemporary identity categories are, therefore, some-
times charged with depoliticizing theory. And yet, if the genealogical
critique of the subject is the interrogation of those constitutive and
exclusionary relations of power through which contemporary discursive
resources are formed, then it follows that the critique of the queer subject
is crucial to the continuing democratization of queer politics. As much
as identity terms must be used, as much as “outness” is to be affirmed,
these same notions must become subject to a critique of the exclusionary
operations of their own production: For whom is outness a historically
available and affordable option? Is there an unmarked class character to
the demand for universal “outness” Who is represented by which use of
the term, and who is excluded? For whom does the term present an
impossible conflict between racial, ethnic, or religious affiliation and sex-
ual politics? What kinds of policies are enabled by what kinds of usages,
and which are backgrounded or erased from view? In this sense, the
genealogical critique of the queer subject will be central to queer politics
to the extent that it constitutes a self-critical dimension within activism, a
persistent reminder to take the time to consider the exclusionary force of
one of activism’s most treasured contemporary premises,

As much as it is necessary to assert political demands through recourse
to identity categories, and to lay claim to the power to name oneself and
determine the conditions under which that name is used, it is also impos-
sible to sustain that kind of mastery over the trajectory of those categories
within discourse. This is not an argument against using identity categories,
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but it is a reminder of the risk that attends every such use. The expecta-
tion of self-determination that self-naming arouses 1s paradoxically con-
tested by the historicity of the name itself: by the history of the usages
that one never controlled, but that constrain the very usage that now
emblematizes autonomy; by the future efforts to deploy the term against
the grain of the current ones, and that will exceed the control of those
who seek to set the course of the terms in the present.

If the term “queer” is to be a site of collective contestation, the point of
departure for a set of historical reflections and futural imaginings, it will
have to remain that which is, in the present, never fully owned, but always
and only redeployed, twisted, queered from a prior usage and in the
direction of urgent and expanding political purposes. This also means
that it will doubtless have to be yielded in favor of terms that do that
political work more effectively. Such a yielding may well become neces-
sary in order t0 accommodate—without domesticating—democratizing
contestations that have and will redraw the contours of the movement in
ways that can never be fully anticipated in advance.

It may be that the conceit of autonomy implied by self-naming is the
paradigmatically presentist conceit, that is, the belief that there is a one
who arrives in the world, in discourse, without a history, that this one
makes oneself in and through the magic of the name, that language
expresses a “will” or a “choice” rather than a complex and constitutive
history of discourse and power which compose the invariably ambivalent
resources through which a queer and queering agency is forged and

reworked. To recast queer agency in this chain of historicity is thus to
avow a set of constraints on the past and the future that mark at once the
Jimits of agency and its most enabling conditions. As expansive as the term
“queer” is meant to be, it is used in ways that enforce a set of overlapping
divisions: in some contexts, the term appeals to a younger generation who
want to resist the more institutionalized and reformist politics sometimes
signified by “lesbian and gay”; in some CONTEXS, sometimes the same, it
has marked a predominantly white movement that has not fully addressed
the way in which “queer” plays—or fails to play—within non-white com-
munities; and whereas in some instances it has mobilized a lesbian
activism,’ in others the term represents a false unity of women and men.
Indeed, it may be that the critique of the term will initiate a resurgence of

both feminist and anti-racist mobilization within lesbian and gay politics
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or open up new possibilities for coalitional alliances that do not presume
that these constituencies are radically distinct from one another. The
te.rm will be revised, dispelled, rendered obsolete to the extent t-hat it
yields to the demands which resist the term precisely because of th
exclusions by which it is mobilized. "
We no more create from nothing the political terms that come to rep-
restenr our “freedom” than we are responsible for the terms that carry the
pain of social injury. And yet, neither of those terms are as a result any
less necc.:ssar,v to work and rework within political discourse. :
7 In this sense, it remains politically necessary to lay claim to “women,”
queer,” “gay,” and “lesbian,” precisely because of the way these terms, as ;t
were, l-ay their claim on us prior to our full knowing. Laying claim to’su-ch
terms in reverse will be necessary to refute homophobic deployments of
tbe terms in law, public policy, on the street, in “private” life. But the neces-
suyi to mo?)ilize the necessary error of identity (Spivak’s term) will always
be l.n tension with the democratic contestation of the term which wori{s
against its deployments in racist and mi ist di i i
“queer” politics postures independently o;s;i: :)St:'l::sr::)(ris:e o
aue . " ities of power,
it will lose its democratizing force. The political deconstruction of “queer”
ought not to paralyze the use of such terms, but, ideally, to extend its range
to make us consider at what expense and for what purposes the terms arej
used, and through what relations of power such categories have l;een
wr01'1ght. Some recent race theory has underscored the use of “race” in the
service of “racism,” and proposed a politically informed inquiry into the
process of ractalization, the formation of race."” Such an inquiry does not
sr.lspt?nd or ban the term, although it does insist that an inquiry irvito forma-
tion 18 ]'inked to the contemporary question of what is at staké in the term
'l:‘he point may be taken for queer studies as well, such that “queering” might‘
s:gl-ml an inquiry into (a) the formation of homosexualities (a historical inquiry
which cannot take the stability of the term for granted, despite the political
pressure to do so) and (b) the deformative and misappropriative power that
t!le term currently enjoys. At stake in such a history will be the differen-
tial fo-rmation of homosexuality across racial boundaries, including the
question of how racial and reproductive relations become articulated
through one another. -
One might be tempred to say that identity categories are insufficient
because every subject position is the site of converging relations of power
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that are not univocal. But such a formulation und.erest.lmates the ;adlCI.ll
challenge to the subject that such converging relations 1mP1y. For l:;tree ;st
no self-identical subject who houses or bears. these rf:lanons‘, ni e
which such relations converge. This converging and 1nteraTt1cu anc;r;]f_
the contemporary fate of the subject. In other words, the subject as a
i i ntity is no more. - -
]de?tt 1izailnﬁthisr};ense that the temporary totalization performed by lden}t:ty
categories is a necessary error. And if identity is a necessf:rl?f etrro:)r,b:J teir::
the assertion of “queer” will be necessary as a term of affi xaltlo.n, -
will not fully describe those it purports to represent. A.s a result, IF ':1d g
necessary to affirm the contingency of the ternvl: t(? let it be vanquishe en)j
those who are excluded by the term but who justifiably expecF 1-'ep1'e(sl .
tation by it, to let it take on meanings that cannot now bel::nt;?pa:everz
a younger generation whose political vocabu}‘ary me wef hc ;y e~
different set of investments. Indeed, the term quee-r itself has bee pnd
cisely the discursive rallying point for yourl1ger lesbn-ms and tg;grr:z:tim,
in yet other contexts, for lesbian interventions and, in yet ofﬁl. s With,
for bisexuals and straights for whom the term expresse-s an a. la‘ i o
anti-homophobic politics. That it can become such a dlscursn: :tem o
uses are not fully constrained in advance ought to be safeg.u.ar eb n - [3;
for the purposes of continuing to demo.crau.ze? queer politics, but a
expose, affirm, and rework the specific historicity of the term.

GENDER PERFORMATIVITY AND DRAG

How, if at all, is the notion of discur.sive f‘esigniﬁcaflon ]u.ltk;d:Zd:ﬁ
notion of gender parody or impersonation? l~1rst., what is n;ean ney .
standing gender as an impersonation? Does this mean ; at“o m}:‘ .
a mask or persona, that there is a “one” who precedes that pud g his
who is something other than its gender from Eh:: sta:t? Or 'oesa: .
miming, this impersonating precede and form the “one,” operating

formative precondition rather than its dispensable artifice? -
The construal of gender-as-drag according to the first mode apie

to be the effect of a number of circumstances. One. o.f them | brm:i[ t “Zr:

myself by citing drag as an example of perform.aflvuy, a mc.)ve ¢ e

taken then, by some, to be exemplary of perforf'n.anv-lty. If drag is per: -

tive, that does not mean that all performativity is to be understoo

N e
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drag. The publication of Gender Trouble coincided with a number of publi-
cations that did assert that “clothes make the woman,” but | never did
think that gender was like clothes, or that clothes make the woman. Added
to these, however, are the political needs of an emergent queer movement
in which the publicization of theatrical agency has become quite central!!
The practice by which gendering occurs, the embodying of norms, is a
compulsory practice, a forcible production, but not for that reason fully
determining. To the extent that gender is an assignment, it is an assign-
ment which is never quite carried out according to expectation, whose
addressee never quite inhabits the ideal s/he is compelled to approximate.
Moreover, this embodying is a repeated process. And one might construe
repetition as precisely that which undermines the conceit of voluntarist
mastery designated by the subject in language.
As Paris Is Burning made clear, drag is not unproblematically subversive.
It serves a subversive function to the extent that it reflects the mundane
impersonations by which heterosexually ideal genders are performed and
naturalized and undermines their power by virtue of effecting that expo-
sure. But there is no guarantee that exposing the naturalized status of het-
erosexuality will lead to its subversion, Heterosexuality can augment its
hegemony through its denaturalization, as when we see denaturalizing paro-
dies that reidealize heterosexual norms without calling them into question.
On other occasions, though, the transferability of a gender ideal or
gender norm calls into question the abjecting power that it sustains, For
an occupation or reterritorialization of a term that has been used to abject
a population can become the site of resistance, the possibility of an

enabling social and political resignification. And this has happened to a

certain extent with the notion of “queer.” The contemporary redeploy-

ment enacts a prohibition and a degradation against itself, spawning a
different order of values, a political affirmation from and through the very
term which in a prior usage had as it final aim the eradication of precisely
such an affirmation.

It may seem, however, that there is a difference between the embodying
or performing of gender norms and the performative use of discourse. Are

these two different senses of “performativity,” or do they converge as

modes of citationality in which the compulsory character of certain social
imperatives becomes subject to a more promising deregulation? Gender
norms operate by requiring the embodiment of certain ideals of femininity
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and masculinity, ones that are almost always related to the idealization of
the heterosexual bond. In this sense, the initiatory performative, “It’s a
girl” anticipates the eventual arrival of the sanction, “I pronounce you
man and wife.” Hence, also, the peculiar pleasure of the cartoon strip in
which the infant is first interpellated into discourse with “It's a lesbian!”
Far from an essentialist joke, the queer appropriation of the performative
mimes and exposes both the binding power of the heterosexualizing law
and its expropriability.

To the extent that the naming of the “girl” is transitive, that is, initiates
the process by which a certain “girling” is compelled, the term or, rather,
its symbolic power, governs the formation of a corporeally enacted femi-
ninity that never fully approximates the norm. This is a “girl,” however,
who is compelled to “cite” the norm in order to qualify and remain a
viable subject. Femininity is thus not the product of a choice, but the
forcible citation of a norm, one whose complex historicity is indissociable
from relations of discipline, regulation, punishment. Indeed, there is no
“one” who takes on a gender norm. On the contrary, this citation of the
gender norm is necessary in order to qualify as a “one,” to become viable
as a “one,” where subject-formation is dependent on the prior operation
of legitimating gender norms.

It is in terms of a norm that compels a certain “citation” in order for a
viable subject to be produced that the notion of gender performativity
calls to be rethought. And precisely in relation to such a compulsory cita-
tionality that the theatricality of gender is also to be explained. Theatri-

cality need not be conflated with self-display or self-creation. Within
queer politics, indeed, within the very signification that is “queer,” we
read a resignifying practice in which the desanctioning power of the
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of death in the practice of “die-ins” and the theatrical “outness” by which
qu.eer activism has disrupted the closeting distinction between public and
private space have proliferated sites of politicization and AIDS awareness
throughout the public realm. Indeed, an important set of histories might
be told in which the increasing politicization of theatricality for queers is
at stake (more productive, I think, than an insistence on the two as polar
opposites within queerness). Such a history might include traditions of
ctoss~dressing, drag balls, street walking, butch-femme spectacles, the
sl'lding between the “march” (New York City) and the parade (San I;ran-
cisco); die-ins by ACT UP, kiss-ins by Queer Nation; drag performance
benefits for AIDS (by which I would include both Lypsinka’s and Liza
Minnelli’s in which she, finally, does Judy'?); the convergence of theatrical
?:vork with theatrical activism;'* performing excessive lesbian sexuality and
iconography that effectively counters the desexualization of the lesbian:
tactical interruptions of public forums by lesbian and gay activists in favm:
of drawing public attention and outrage to the failure of government
funding of AIDS research and outreach.

The increasing theatricalization of political rage in response to the
killing inattention of public policy-makers on the issue of AIDS is allego-
rized in the recontextualization of “queer” from its place within a
homophobic strategy of abjection and annihilation to an insistent and
public severing of that interpellation from the effect of shame. To the
extent that shame is produced as the stigma not only of AIDS, but also of
queerness, where the latter is understood through homophobic causalities
as the “cause” and “manifestation” of the illness, theatrical rage is part of

‘the public resistance to that interpellation of shame. Mobilized by the
Ainjuries of homophobia, theatrical rage reiterates those injuries precisely

.Fh‘rmfgh an “acting out,” one that does not merely repeat or recite those
injuries, but thar also deploys a hyperbolic display of death and injury to
-?fwerwhelm the epistemic resistance to AIDS and to the graphics of suffer-
mg, or a hyperbolic display of kissing to shatter the epistemic blindness to
an increasingly graphic and public homosexuality.

name “queer” is reversed to sanction a contestation of the terms of sexual
legitimacy. Paradoxically, but also with great promise, the subject who is
“queered” into public discourse through homophobic interpellations of
various kinds takes up or cites that very term as the discursive basis for an
opposition. This kind of citation will emerge as theatrical to the extent that
it mimes and renders hyperbolic the discursive convention that it also reverses.
The hyperbolic gesture is crucial to the exposure of the homophobic:
“law” that can no longer control the terms of its own abjecting strategies.

To oppose the theatrical to the political within contemporary qu
politics is, I would argue, an impossibility: the hyperbolic “performance®

MELANCHOLIA AND THE LIMITS OF PERFORMANCE

e critical potential of “drag” centrally concerns a critique of a prevailing
- i
th-regime of “sex,” one that I take to be pervasively heterosexist: the
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distinction between the “inside” truth of femininity, considered as psychic N
disposition or ego-core, and the “outside” truth, considered as appearance
or presentation, produces a contradictory formation of gender in which
no fixed “cruth” can be established. Gender is neither a purely psychic

. ' ; " - ' and Incorporated in the p
truth, conceived as “internal” and “hidden,” nor is it reducible to a surface
£l

' Sy gendered idealization and irs
appearance; on the contrary, its undecidability is to be traced as the play J

between psyche and appearance (where the latter domain includes what
appears in words). Further, this will be a “play” regulated by heterosexist
constraints though not, for that reason, fully reducible to them.

In no sense can it be concluded that the part of gender that is performed
is therefore the “truth” of gender; performance as bounded “act” is distin-
guished from performativity insofar as the larter consists in a reiteration
of norms which precede, constrain, and exceed the performer and in that
sense cannot be taken as the fabrication of the performer’s “will” or
“choice”; further, what is “performed” works to conceal, if not to disavow,
what remains opaque, unconscious, unperformable. The reduction of per-
formartivity to performance would be a mistake.

The rejection of an expressive model of drag which holds that some identification Sonaiake i fication, by that cross
interior truth is exteriorized in performance needs, however, to be uality, although it - OnP ?;rY paradigm for thinkmg about homosey-
referred to a psychoanalytic consideration on the relationship berween melancholic incorporative fae n this senge, firag allegorizes some set o
how gender appears and what gender signifies. Psychoanalysis insists Vast number i ntasies rl.mr stabilize gender. Nog only are g
that the opacity of the unconscious sets limits to the exteriorization of think that P is";z:s straight, but it would pe a mistake to

t explained through the performa

the psyche. It also argues, rightly I think, that what is exteriorized or
ful in this analy

tivity
sis, however, is thar drag
d performative practices

performed can only be understood through reference to what is barred |
from the signifier and from the domain of corporeal legibility.

How precisely do repudiated identifications, identifications that do not
“show,” circumscribe and materialize the identifications that do? Here
it seems useful to rethink the notion of gender-as-drag in terms of the
analysis of gender melancholia.'* Given the iconographic figure of the
melancholic drag queen, one might consider whether and how these te

work together. Here, one might ask also after the disavowal that occasions lﬁminine e : a possibility of Jove.
3 _ ) gender is formed (taken op : ve; a
performance and that performance might be said to enact, where perfor- fantasy by which the feminine i » assumed) through the incorporative
; ; : ‘ .. is . ;
mance engages “acting out” in the psychoanalytic sense.” If melancholia in exclusion never grieved, bus excluded as a possible object of love, an
‘ "ed, but “preserved” thy, ]
ou

Freud’s sense is the effect of an ungrieved loss (a sustaining of the lost gh the heightening of femi.
object/Other as a psychic figure with the consequence of heightened iden
tification with that Other, self-beratement, and the acting out of unresolved
anger and love),' it may be that performance, understood as “acting out, What drag exposes, however, is the ¢
] Y "EI’, 1§ the HOrma,n c 5 a
onstitution of gend
er
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presentation in which the gender performed is in r.nany ways cons.m'uted
by a set of disavowed attachments or iden:iﬁca-tlons that const:tu: a
different domain of the “unperformable.” Indeed, it r.nay well be that . at
constitutes the sexually unperformable is performed mstead.as gmd;r tdej—
tification.”” To the extent that homosex-ual attachments remalln,unac t:r:\; :
edged within normative heterosexuality, they are not. n?ere y cohns o
as desires that emerge and subsequently become prohibited. Rather, t
are desires that are proscribed from the start. And when they. do em.:-'.ﬁe
on the far side of the censor, they may well carry d'xat ma-rk 'of :mposml tl)]l—
ty with them, performing, as it were, as the impossible w1th1r-1 tht; p;s;.l i:.
As such, they will not be attachments that can be openly grieved. hlS' 4
then, less the refusal to grieve (a formulation that accents th: cI0|cei
involved) than a preemption of grief performed by the absence 0_ Cl:l ml?
conventions for avowing the loss of homosexual love. And it is this
absence that produces a culture of heterosexua! melancholy, one that canl
be read in the hyperbolic identifications by Wthh‘ munda!ne hetc:ro‘;:axua‘r
masculinity and femininity confirm themselves. The straight n;an“ co.me”
(mimes, cites, appropriates, assumes the status of) the man he nevel:
loved and “never” grieved; the straight woman becomes the woman s .e
“never” loved and “never” grieved. It is in this sense, then, that what is
most apparently performed as gender is the sign and symptom of a perva
ive disavowal. .
Swﬁ\:creover, it is precisely to counter this pervasive cult'ura: risk of gay
melancholia (what the newspapers generalize as “r.iepressxoln ) that t:ere
has been an insistent publicization and politicizarm-n ?f grief over t .ose
who have died from AIDS; the NAMES Project Quilt .15 exemplaiy, I'l:hll-
alizing and repeating the name itself as a way of publically avowing the
imitless loss."
]lmlnsofar as grief remains unspeakable, the 1-'age over the loss can r]edoui;
ble by virtue of remaining unavowed. And if that very rage 0-\’elj os’:s:an
publically proscribed, the melancholic effects of such ? pr-oscrlprron "
achieve suicidal proportions. The emergence of co]lect‘we institutions .o
grieving are thus crucial to survival, to the rea.ss?mblmg -of co;nr(riufmt:-,
the reworking of kinship, the reweaving of sus:afmnlg relations. / r;l ins ;
far as they involve the publicization and dram.atlzatlon.of death, they ca :
to be read as life-affirming rejoinders to the dire psychic consequences o

a grieving process culturally thwarted and proscribed.
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GENDERED AND SEXUAL PERFORMATIVITY

How then does one link the trope by which discourse is described as
“performing” and that theatrical sense of performance in which the
hyperbolic status of gender norms seems central? Whar is “performed” in
drag is, of course, the sign of gender, a sign that is not the same as the body
that it figures, but thar cannot be read without it The sign, understood as
a gender imperative—"girl"—reads less as an assignment than as a com-
mand and, as such, produces its own insubordinations, The hyperbolic
conformity to the command can reveal the hyperbolic status of the norm
itself, indeed, can become the cultural sign by which that cultural impera-
tive might become legible. Insofar as heterosexual gender norms produce
inapproximable ideals, heterosexuality can be said to operate through the
regulated production of hyperbolic versions of “man” and “woman.”
These are for the most part compulsory performances, ones which none
of us choose, but which each of us is forced to negotiate. I write “forced to
negotiate” because the compulsory character of these norms does not
always make them efficacious. Such norms are continually haunted by
their own inefficacy; hence, the anxiously repeated effort to install and
augment their jurisdiction,
The resignification of norms is thus a function of their inefficacy, and so
the question of subversion, of working the weakness in the norm, becomes a
matter of inhabiting the practices of its rearticulation. The critical promise
of drag does not have to do with the proliferation of genders, as if a sheer
increase in numbers would do the job, but rather with the exposure or the
failure of heterosexual regimes ever fully to legislate or contain thejr own
ideals. Hence, it is not that drag opposes heterosexuality, or that the prolif-
eration of drag will bring down heterosexuality; on the contrary, drag tends
to be the allegorization of heterosexuality and its constitutive melancholia.
As an allegory that works through the hyperbolic, drag brings into relief
what is, after all, determined only in relation to the hyperbolic: the under-
stated, taken-for-granted quality of heterosexual performativity. At its
best, then, drag can be read for the way in which hyperbolic norms are
dissimulated as the heterosexual mundane. At the same time these same
norms, taken not as commands to be obeyed, but as imperatives to be
“cited,” twisted, queered, brought into relief as heterosexual imperatives,
are not, for that reason, necessarily subverted in the process.
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account leaves no room for relations of sexuality to be theorized apart
from the rigid framework of gender difference or for kinds of sexual regu-
lation that do not take gender as their primary objects (i.., the prohibition
of sodomy, public sex, consensual homosexuality). Hence, Gayle Rubin’s
influential distinction between the domains of sexuality and gender in
“Thinking Sex” and Sedgwick’s reformulation of that position have con-
stituted important theoretical opposition to MacKinnon’s deterministic
form of structuralism.?

My sense is that now this very opposition needs to be rethought in order
to muddle the lines between queer theory and feminism.?' For surely it is
as unacceptable to insist that relations of sexual subordination determine
gender position as it is to separate radically forms of sexuality from the
workings of gender norms. The relation between sexual practice and gen-
der is surely not a structurally determined one, but the destabilizing of the
heterosexual presumption of that very structuralism still requires a way
to think the two in a dynamic relation to one another.

In psychoanalytic terms, the relation between gender and sexuality is

in part negotiated through the question of the relationship between
identification and desire. And here it becomes clear why refusing to draw
lines of causal implication between these two domains is as important as
keeping open an investigation of their complex interimplication. For, if to
identify as a woman is not necessarily to desire a man, and if to desire a
woman does not necessarily signal the constituting presence of a masculine
identification, whatever that is, then the heterosexual matrix proves to be
an imaginary logic that insistently issues forth its own unmanageability.
The heterosexual logic that requires that identification and desire be muru-
ally exclusive is one of the most reductive of heterosexism'’s psychological
instruments: if one identifies as a given gender, one must desire a differ-
ent gender. On the one hand, there is no one femininity with which to
identify, which is to say that femininity might itself offer an array of
identificatory sites, as the proliferation of lesbian femme possibilities attests.
On the other hand, it is hardly descriptive of the complex dynamic
exchanges of lesbian and gay relationships to presume that homosexual
identifications “mirror” or replicate one another, T

he vocabulary for
describing the difficult play, crossing,

and destabilization of masculine and
feminine identifications within homosexuality has only begun to emerge

within theoretical language: the non-academic language historically
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embedded in gay communities is here much more instructive. The thought
of sexual difference within homosexuality has yet to be theorized in its
complexity.

For one deciding issue will be whether social strategies of regulation,
abjection, and normalization will not continue to relink gender and sexu-
ality such that the oppositional analysis will continue to be under pressure
to theorize their interrelations. This will not be the same as reducing gender
to prevailing forms of sexual relations such that one “is” the effect of the
sexual position one is said to occupy. Resisting such a reduction, it ought to
be possible to assert a set of non-causal and non-reductive relations berween
gender and sexuality, not only to link feminism and queer theory, as one
might link two separate enterprises, but to establish their constitutive inter-
relationship. Similarly, the inquiry into both homosexuality and gender will
need to cede the priority of borh terms in the service of a more complex

mapping of power that interrogates the formation of each in specified racial
regimes and geopolitical spatializations. And the rtask, of course, does not
stop here, for no one term can serve as foundational, and the success of any
given analysis that centers on any one term may well be the marking of its
own limitations as an exclusive point of departure.
The goal of this analysis, then, cannot be pure subversion, as if an
undermining were enough to establish and direct political struggle.
Rather than denaturalization or proliferation, it seems that the question
for thinking discourse and power in terms of the future has several paths
to follow: how to think power as resignification together with power as the
convergence or interarticulation of relations of regulation, domination,
constitution? How to know what might qualify as an affirmative resignifi-
cation—with all the weight and difficulty of that labor—and how to run
the risk of reinstalling the abject at the site of its opposition? But how,
also, to rethink the terms that establish and sustain bodies that matter?
The film Paris Is Burning has been interesting to read less for the ways
in which it deploys denaturalizing strategies to reidealize whiteness and
heterosexual gender norms than for the less stabilizing rearticulations of
kinship it occasioned. The drag balls themselves at times produce high

femininity as a function of whiteness and deflect homosexuality through a

transgendering that reidealizes certain bourgeois forms of heterosexual

exchange. And yet, if those performances are not immediately or obvious-
ly subversive, it may be that it is rather in the reformulation of kinship, in

- “
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does open up a difficult future terrain of community, o.ne in wh.ichlthe
hope of ever fully recognizing oneselfin the terms by whlch-one signifies
is sure to be disappointed. This not owning of one’s words is there frf)m
the start, however, since speaking is always in some ways.the sl-aeakmg
of a stranger through and as oneself, the melancholic .retteranon of a
language that one never chose, that one does not find as a‘n instrument to be
used, but that one is, as it were, used by, expropriated in, as the u.nstable
and continuing condition of the “one” and the “we,” the ambivalent

condition of the power that binds.

NOTES

PREFACE

L. Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York:
Routledge, 1990).

INTRODUCTION

1. Clearly, sex is not the only such norm by which bodies become marterialized,
and it is unclear whether “sex” can operate as a norm apart from other nor-
mative requirements on bodies. This will become clear in later sections of
this rext.

2. Abjection (in latin, ab-jicere) literally means to cast off, away, or out and,
hence, presupposes and produces a domain of agency from which it is differ-
entiated. Here the casting away resonates with the psychoanalytic notion of
Verwerfung, implying a foreclosure which founds the subject and which,
accordingly, establishes that foundation as tenuous. Whereas the psychoana-
lytic notion of Verwerfung, translated as “foreclosure,” produces sociality
through a repudiation of a primary signifier which produces an unconscious
or, in Lacan’s theory, the register of the real, the notion of abection designates
a degraded or cast out status within the terms of sociality. Indeed, what is
foreclosed or repudiated within psychoanalytic terms is precisely what may
not reenter the field of the social without threatening psychosis, that is, the
dissolution of the subject itself. I want to propose that certain abject zones
within sociality also deliver this threat, constituting zones of uninhabitability
which a subject fantasizes as threatening its own integrity with the prospect
of a psychotic dissolution (“I would racher die than do or be that!”), See the
entry under “Forclusion” in Jean Laplanche and ].-B. Pontalis, Vacabulaire de la
psyehanalyse (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1967) pp. 163-167.

3. See Sherry Ortner, “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culware?”, in Woman,
Culture, and Society, Michele Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1974) pp. 67-88.
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into the order of divine paternity. Adam’s naming is at once a blessing and an
initiation into the kingdom of God of all things named in Genesis, and bap-
tism is the continuation of the Adamic naming of persons who thereby
become initiated into that divine lineage. My thanks to Lisa Lowe for a time-
ly intervention on this matter.

Cartachresis might be thought in terms of what Lacan refers to as “neolo-
gism” in the language of psychosis. Insofar as the catachresis of naming the
aardvark Napoleon constitutes within discourse a resistance to symbolic
paternity, it might be understood as a politically enabling deployment of
psychotic speech. The “neologism” in Lacan is the index of psychosis
because a word is coined to cover over a signifier that is excluded; both cat-
achresis and neologism might be construed as a linguistic modality of
suturing.

. In Naming and Necessity, Kripke maintained that to the extent that names

function as rigid designators, they could never be understood as synonymous
or identical with a description or set of descriptions offered about the person
who is named. A name refers rigidly, that is, universally and without excep-
tion, to a person no matter in what way the descriptions of that person may
change or, to use the language, in all counterfacrual situations. The account
of rigid designation presupposes that names at some point in time became
attached to persons. And yet, it appears that they can be attached to persons
only on the condition that persons are first identified on the basis of descrip-
tive features. Are there self-identical persons who can be said to exist prior to
the fact of their being named? Does the name refer to, and presuppose, the
self-identity of persons apart from any description? Or does the name consti-
ute the self-identity of persons?

In the primal baptism, the name thus functions as a kind of permanent label
or tag. Kripke concedes that in this first moment, in ascertaining, as it were,
where precisely to place this tag, the one with the tag in hand (a fictional
one? not already named? the unnameable one? Yahweh?), who does the nam-
ing, needs recourse to some preliminary descriptions. Hence, in the bap-
tsmal moment, there must be a descriptive basis for the act of naming. And
he concedes that persons are bearers of some definite descriptions, like gene
sequences, that do guarantee their identity through time and circumstance.
And vet, whatever provisional descriptions are consulted in order to fix the
name to the person and whatever essential attributes might be found to con-
stitute persons, neither the descripions nor the attributes are synonymous
with the name. Hence, even if descriptions are invoked in naming, in the pri-
mal baptism, those descriptions do not function as rigid designators: that is
the sole function of the name. The cluster of descriptions that constitute the
person prior to the name do not guarantee the identity of the person across
possible worlds; only the name, in its function as rigid designator, can pro-
vide that guarantee.
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