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GENDER IS BURNING: QUESTIONS
OF APPROPRIATION AND SUBVERSION

We all have friends who, when they knock on the door and we ask,
through the door, the question, “Who's there?,” answer (since “it’s obvi-
ous”) “Its me.” And we recognize that “it is bim,” or “ber” [my emphasis).

—Louis Althusser, “ldeology and Ideological State Apparatuses”

The purpose of “law” is absolutely the last thing to employ in the
history of the origin of law: on the contrary,...the cause of the origin
of a thing and its eventual utility, its actual employment and place in
a system of purposes, lie worlds apart; whatever exists, having some-
how come into being, is again and again reinterpreted to new ends,
taken over, transformed, and redirected.

—Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals

nn Althusser’s notion of interpellation, it is the police who initiate the
call or address by which a subject becomes socially constituted. There is
the policeman, the one who not only represents the law but whose
address “Hey you!” has the effect of binding the law to the one who is
hailed. This “one” who appears not to be in-3 condition of trespass prior
to the call (for whom the call establishes a given practice as a trespass) is
not fully a social subject, is not fully subjectivated, for he or she is not yet
reprimanded. The reprimand does not merely repress or control the
subject, but forms a crucial part of the juridical and social formation of the
subject. The call is formative, if not performative, precisely because it
initiates the individual into the subjected status of the subject.

Althusser conjectures this “hailing” or “interpellation” as a unilateral
act, as the power and force of the law to compel fear at the same time that
it offers recognition at an expense. In the reprimand the subject not only
receives recognition, but attains as well a certain order of social existence,
in being transferred from an outer region of indifferent, questionable, or
impossible being to the discursive or social domain of the subject. But does
this subjectivation take place as a direct effect of the reprimanding utterance
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or must the utterance wield the power to compel the fear of punishment
and, from that compulsion, to produce a compliance and obedience to the
law? Are there are other ways of being addressed and constituted by the
law, ways of being occupied and occupying the law, that disarticulate the
power of punishment from the power of recognition?

Althusser underscores the Lacanian contribution to a structural analy-
sis of this kind, and argues that a relation of misrecognition persists between
the law and the subject it compels.! Although he refers to the possibility
of “bad subjects,” he does not consider the range of disobedience that such
an interpellating law might produce. The law might not only be refused,
but it might also be ruptured, forced into a rearticulation that calls into
question the monotheistic force of its own unilateral operation. Where the
uniformity of the subject is expected, where the behavioral conformity of
the subject is commanded, there might be produced the refusal of the
law in the form of the parodic inhabiting of conformity that subtly calls
into question the legitimacy of the command, a repetition of the law into
hyperbole, a rearticulation of the law against the authority of the one who
delivers it. Here the performative, the call by the law which seeks to
produce a lawful subject, produces a set of consequences that exceed and
confound what appears to be the disciplining intention motivating the law.
Interpellation thus loses its status as a simple performative, an act of dis-
course with the power to create that to which it refers, and creates more
than it ever meant to, signifying in excess of any intended referent.

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

Consider that the use of language is itself enabled by first having been
called a name, the occupation of the name is that by which one is, quite
without choice, situated within discourse. This “I,” which is produced
through the accumulation and convergence of such “calls,” cannot extract
itself from the historicity of that chain or raise itself up and confront that
chain as if it were an object opposed to me, which is not me, but only what
others have made of me; for that estrangement or division produced by

the mesh of interpellating calls and the “I” who is its site is not only
violating, but enabling as well, what Gayatri Spivak refers to as “an
enabling violation.” The “I” who would oppose its construction is always

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

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

This is not the same as censoring or prohibiting the use of the “I” or of
the autobiographical as such; on the contrary, it is the inquiry into the
ambivalent relations of power that make that use possible. What does it
mean to have such uses repeated in one’s very being, “messages implied
in one’s being,” as Patricia Williams claims, only to l:epeat those uses such
that subversion might be derived from the very conditions of violation. In
this sense, the argument that the category of “sex” is the instrument or
effect of “sexism” or its interpellating moment, that “race” is the instru-
ment and effect of “racism” or its interpellating moment, that “gender”
only exists in the service of heterosexism, does nor entail that we ought
never to make use of such terms, as if such terms could only and always
reconsolidate the oppressive regimes of power by which they are spawned.
On the contrary, precisely because such terms have been produced and
constrained within such regimes, they ought to be repeated in directions
that reverse and displace their originating aims. One does not stand at an
instrumental distance from the terms by which one experiences violation.
Occupied by such terms and yet occupying them oneself risks a complic-
ity, a repetition, a relapse into injury, but it is also the occasion to work the
mobilizing power of injury, of an interpellation one never chose. Where
one might understand violation as a trauma which can only induce a
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destructive repetition compulsion (and surely this is a powerful conse-
quence of violation), it seems equally possible to acknowledge the force
of repetition as the very condition of an affir-mative response to violation.
The compulsion to repeat an injury is not necessarily the compulsion to
repeat the injury in the same way or to stay fully within the traumatic orbit
of that injury. The force of repetition in language may be the paradoxical
condition by which a certain agency—not linked to a fiction of the ego as
master of circumstance—is derived from the impossibility of choice.

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

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

AMBIVALENT DRAG

From this formulation, then, ! would like to move to a consideration of the
film Paris Is Burning, to what it suggests about the simultaneous produc-
tion and subjugation of subjects in a culture which appears to arrange
always and in every way for the annihilation of queers, but which never-
theless produces occasional spaces in which those annihilating norms, those
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killing ideals of gender and race, are mimed, reworked, resignified. As
much as there is defiance and affirmation, the creation of kinship and of
glory in that film, there is also the kind of reiteration of norms which
cannot be called subversive, but which lead to the death of Venus Xtrava-
ganza, a Latina/preoperative transsexual, cross-dresser, prostitute, and
member of the “House of Xtravanganza.” To what set of interpellating calls
does Venus respond, and how is the reiteration of the law to be read in the
manner of her response?

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

To claim that all gender is like drag, or is drag, is to suggest that “imi-
tation” is at the heart of the beterosexual project and its gender binarisms,
that drag is not a secondary imitation that presupposes a prior and
original gender, but that hegemonic heferosexuality is itself 2 constant
and repeated effort to imitate its own idealizations. That it must repeat
this imitation, that it sets up pathologizing practices and normalizing
sciences in order to produce and consecrate its own claim on originality
and propriety, suggests that heterosexual performativity is beset by an
anxiety that it can never fully overcome, that its effort to become its own
idealizations can never be finally or fully achieved, and that it is consis-
tently haunted by that domain of sexual possibility that must be excluded
for heterosexualized gender to produce itself. In this sense, then, drag is
subversive to the extent that it reflects on the imitative structure by which
hegemonic gender is itself produced and disputes heterosexuality’s claim
on naturalness and originality.

But here it seems that I am obliged to add an important qualification:
heterosexual privilege operates in many ways, and two ways in which it



W]
<o

126 BODIES THAT MATTER

operates include naturalizing itself and rendering itsclf as the original and
the norm. But these are not the only ways in which it works, for it is clear
that there are domains in which heterosexuality can concede its lack of
originality and naturalness but still hold on to its power. Thus, there are
forms of drag that heterosexual culture produces for itself—we might think
of Julie Andrews in Victor, Victoria or Dustin Hoffmann in Tootsie or Jack
Lemmon in Some Like It Hor where the anxiety over a possible homosexual
consequence is both produced and deflected within the narrative trajec-
tory of the films. These are films which produce and contain the homo-

. sexual excess of any given drag performance, the fear that an apparently

heterosexual contact might be made before the discovery of a nonapparent
homosexuality. This is drag as high het entertainment, and though these
films are surely important to read as cultural texts in which homophobia
and homosexual panic are negotiated,’ | would be reticent to call them
subversive. Indeed, one might argue that such films are functional
in providing a ritualistic release for a heterosexual economy that must
constantly police its own boundaries against the invasion of queerness, and
that this displaced production and resolution of homosexual panic acru-
ally fortifies the heterosexual regime in its self-perpetuating task.

In her provocative review of Paris Is Burning, bell hooks criticized some
productions of gay male drag as misogynist, and here she allied herself in
part with feminist theorists such as Marilyn Frye and Janice Raymond.*
This tradition within feminist thought has argued that drag is offensive
to women and that it is an imitation based in ridicule and degradation.
Raymond, in particular, places drag on a continuum with cross-dressing
and transsexualism, ignoring the important differences between them,
maintaining that in each practice women are the object of hatred and
appropriation, and that there is nothing in the identification that is
respectful or elevating. As a rejoinder, one might consider that identifica-
tion is always an ambivalent process. Identifying with a gender under
contemporary regimes of power involves identifying with a set of norms
that are and are not realizable, and whose power and status precede the
identifications by which they are insistently approximated. This “being a
man” and this “being a woman” are internally unstable affairs. They are
always heset by ambivalence precisely because there is a cost in every
identification, the loss of some other set of identifications, the forcible

approximation of a norm one never chooses, a2 norm that chooses us, but
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which we occupy, reverse, resignify to the extent that the norm fails to
determine us completely. )

The problem with the analysis of drag as only misogyny is, of course,
that it figures male-to-female transsexuality, cross-dressing, and drag as
male homosexual activities—which they are not always—and it further
diagn(;ses male homosexuality as rooted in misogyny. The feminist analy-
sis thus makes male homosexuality abour women, and one might argue
that at its extreme, this kind of analysis is in fact a colonization in reverse,
a way for feminist women to make themselves into the center of male
homosexual activity (and thus to reinscribe the heterosexual matrix, para-
doxically, at the heart of the radical feminist position). Such an accusation
follows the same kind of logic as those homophobic remarks that often
follow upon the discovery that one is a lesbian: a lesbian is one who must
have had a bad experience with men, or who has not yet found the right
one. These diagnoses presume that lesbianism is acquired by virtue of
some failure in the heterosexual machinery, thereby continuing to install
heterosexuality as the “cause” of lesbian desire; lesbian desire is figured
as the fatal effect of a derailed heterosexual causality. In this framework,
heterosexual desire is always true, and lesbian desire is always and only a
mask and forever false. In the radical feminist argument against drag, the
displacement of women is figured as the aim and effect of male-to-female
drag; in the homophobic dismissal of lesbian desire, the disappointment
with and displacement of men is understood as the cause and final truth
of lesbian desire. According to these views, drag is nothing but the dis-
placement and appropriation of “women,” and hence fundamentally
based in a misogyny, a hatred of women; and lesbianism is nothing but the
displacement and appropriation of men, and so fundamentally a matter of
hating men—misandry.

These explanations of displacement can only proceed by accomp-
lishing yet another set of displacements: of desire, of phantasmatic
pleasures, and of forms of love that are not reducible to a heterosexual
matrix and the logic of repudiation. Indeed, the only place love is to be
found is for the ostensibly repudiated object, where love is understood to
be strictly produced through a logic of repudiation; hence, drag is nothing
but the effect of a love embittered by disappointment or rejection, the
incorporation of the Other whom one originally desired, but now hates.
And lesbianism is nothing other than the effect of a love embittered by
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disappointment or rejection, and of a recoil from that love, a defense
against it or, in the case of butchness, the appropriation of the masculine
position that one originally loved.

This logic of repudiation installs heterosexual love as the origin and
truth of both drag and lesbianism, and it interprets both practices as
symptoms of thwarted love. But what is displaced in this explanation of
displacement is the notion that there might be pleasure, desire, and love
that is not solely determined by what it repudiates. Now it may seem at
first that the way 10 oppose these reductions and degradations of queer
practices is to assert their radical specificity, to claim that there is a les-
bian desire radically different from a heterosexual one, with no relation to
it, that is neither the repudiation nor the appropriation of heterosexuality,
and that has radically other origins than those which sustain heterosexu-
ality. Or one might be tempted to argue that drag is not related to the
ridicule or degradation or appropriation of women: when it is men in drag
as women, what we have is the destabilization of gender itself, a destabi-
lization that is denaturalizing and that calls into question the claims of
normauvity and originality by which gender and sexual oppression
sometimes operate. But what if the situation is neither exclusively one nor
the other; certainly, some leshians have wanted to retain the notion that
their sexual practice is rooted in part in a repudiation of heterosexuality,
but also to claim that this repudiation does not account for lesbian desire,
and cannot therefore be identified as the hidden or original “truth” of
lesbian desire. And the case of drag is difficult in yet another way, for it
seems clear to me that there is both a sense of defear and a sense of insur-
rection to be had from the drag pageantry in Paris Is Burning, that the drag
we see, the drag which is after all framed for us, filmed for us, is one
which both appropriates and subverts racist, misogynist, and homophobic
norms of oppression. How are we to account for this ambivalence? This
is not first an appropriation and then a subversion. Sometimes it is both
at once; sometimes it remains caught in an irresolvable tension, and
sometimes a fatally unsubversive appropriation takes place.

Paris Is Burning (1991) is a film produced and directed by Jennie
Livingston about drag balls in New York City, in Harlem, attended by,
performed by “men” who are either African-American or Latino. The balls
are contests in which the contestants compete under a variety of categories.

The categories include a variety of social norms, many of which are estab-
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lished in white culture as signs of class, like that of the “executive” and the
Ivy League student; some of which are marked as feminine, ranging from
high drag to butch queen; and some of them, like that of the “bangie,” are
taken from straight black masculine street culture. Not all of the categories,
then, are taken from white culture; some of them are replications of a
straightness which is not white, and some of them are focused on class,
especially those which almost require that expensive women’s clothing be
“mopped” or stolen for the occasion. The competition in military garb
shifts to yet another register of legitimacy, which enacts the performative
and gestural conformity to a masculinity which parallels the performative
or reiterative production of femininity in other categories. “Realness” is
not exactly a category in which one competes; it is a standard that is used
to judge any given performance within the established categories. And yet
what determines the effect of realness is the ability to compel belief, to pro-
duce the naturalized effect. This effect is itself the result of an embodiment
of norms, a reiteration of norms, an impersonation of a racial and class norm,
a norm which is at once a figure, a figure of a body, which is no particular
body, but a morphological ideal that remains the standard which regulates
the performance, but which no performance fully approximates.

Significantly, this is a performance that works, that effects realness, to
the extent that it cannot be read. For “reading” means taking someone
down, exposing what fails to work at the level of appearance, insulting or
deriding someone. For a performance to work, then, means that a reading
is no longer possible, or that a reading, an interpretation, appears to be a
kind of transparent seeing, where what appears and what it means coin-
cide. On the contrary, when what appears and how it is “read” diverge, the
artifice of the performance can be read as artifice; the ideal splits off from
its appropriation. But the impossibility of reading means that the artifice
works, the approximation of realness appears to be achieved, the body
performing and the ideal performed appear indistinguishable.

But what is the status of this ideal? Of what is it composed? What read-
ing does the film encourage, and what does the film conceal? Does the
denaturalization of the norm succeed in subverting the norm, or is this a
denaturalization in the service of a perpetual reidealization, one that can
only oppress, even as, or precisely when, it is embodied most effectively?
Consider the different fates of Venus Xtravaganza. She “passes” as a light-
skinned woman, but is—-by virtue of a certain failure to pass completely—
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clearly vulnerable to homophobic violence; ultimately, her life is taken
presumably by a client who, upon the discovery of what she calls her “lit-
tle secret,” mutilates her for having seduced him. On the other hand, Willi
Ninja can pass as straight; his voguing becomes foregrounded in het video
productions with Madonna et al,, and he achieves post-legendary status
on an international scale. There is passing and then there is passing, and
it is—as we used to say—"no accident” that Willi Ninja ascends and Venus
Xeravaganza dies.

Now Venus, Venus Xtravaganza, she secks a certain transubstantiation
of gender in order to find an imaginary man who will designate a class and
race privilege that promises a permanent shelter from racism, homophobia,
and poverty. And it would not be enough to claim that for Venus gender
is marked by race and class, for gender is not the substance or primary sub-
strate and race and class the qualifying attributes. In this instance, gender
is the vehicle for the phantasmatic transformation of that nexus of race and
class, the site of its articulation. Indeed, in Paris Is Burning, becoming real,
becoming a real woman, although not everyone’s desire (some children
want merely to “do” realness, and that, only within the confines of the ball),
constitutes the site of the phantasmatic promise of a rescue from poverty,
homophobia, and racist delegitimation.

The contest (which we might read as a “contesting of realness”)
involves the phantasmatic attempt to approximate realness, but it also
exposes the norms that regulate realness as themselves phantasmatically
instituted and sustained. The rules char regulate and legitimate realness
(shall we call them symbolic?) constitute the mechanism by which certain
sanctioned fantasies, sanctioned imaginaries, are insidiously elevated
as the parameters of realness. We could, within conventional Lacanian
parlance, call this the ruling of the symbolic, except that the symbolic
assumes the primacy of sexual difference in the constitution of the
subject. What Paris Is Burning suggests, however, is that the order of sexual
difference is not prior to that of race or class in the constitution of the
subject; indeed, that the symbolic is also and at once a racializing set of
norms, and that norms of realness by which the subject is produced are
racially informed conceptions of “sex™ (this underscores the importance
of subjecting the entire psychoanalytic paradigm to this insight).*

This double movement of approximating and exposing the phantas-

matic status of the realness norm, the symbolic norm, is reinforced by the
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diagetic movement of the film in which clips of so-called “real” people
moving in and out of expensive stores are juxtaposed against the ballroom
drag scenes.

In the drag ball productions of realness, we witness and produce the
phantasmatic constitution of a subject, a subject who repeats and mimes
the legitimating norms by which it itself has been degraded, a subject
founded in the project of mastery that compels and disrupts its own repe-
titions. This is not a subject who stands back from its identifications and
decides instrumentally how or whether to work each of them today; on
the contrary, the subject is the incoherent and mobilized imbrication of
identifications; it is constituted in and through the iterability of its perfor-
mance, a repetition which works at once to legitimate and delegitimate
the realness norms by which it is produced.

In the pursuit of realness this subject is produced, a phantasmatic
pursuit that mobilizes identifications, underscoring the phantasmatic
promise that constitutes any identificatory move—a promise which, taken
too seriously, can culminate only in disappointment and disidentification.
A fantasy that for Venus, because she dies—killed apparently by one of
her clients, perhaps after the discovery of those remaining organs—can-
not be translated into the symbolic. This is a killing that is performed by a
symbolic that would eradicate those phenomena that require an opening up
of the possibilities for the resignification of sex. If Venus wants to become
a woman, and cannot overcome being a Latina, then Venus is treated by
the symbolic in precisely the ways in which women of color are treated.
Her death thus testifies to a tragic misreading of the social map of power,
a misreading orchestrated by that very map according to which the sites
for a phantasmatic self-overcoming are constantly resolved into disap-
pointment. If the signifiers of whiteness and femaleness—as well as somé
forms of hegemonic maleness constructed through class privilege—are
sites of phantasmatic promise, then it is clear that women of color and
lesbians are not only everywhere excluded from this scene, but constitute
a site of identification that is consistently refused and abjected in the
collective phantasmatic pursuit of a transubstantiation into various forms
of drag, transsexualism, and uncritical miming of the hegemonic. ‘That this
fantasy involves becoming in part like women and, for some of the chil-
dren, becoming like black women, falsely constitutes black women as a site
of privilege; they can catch a man and be protected by him, an impossible



