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AXIOMATIC

EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

IN THIS SUBTLE PIECE of methodological ground-clearing (or mine-
sweeping), part of the introduction to her book Epistemology of the Closet,
Eve Sedgwick elaborates some deceptively simple axioms from which gay and
leshian studies might proceed. Of particular interest is her discussion of the
Foucauldian claim that “homosexuality” begins around 1870. What this means,
of course, is that individuals who preferred sex with people of their own gender
were then for the first time defined or identified as (fundamentally pathological)
“homosexuals.” But, as Sedgwick -argues, even as we try to dismantle the cate-
gory “homosexual” ‘we are pvlayi‘ng”a‘ game in which one large model is being
replaced with another large model. In this situation it is important to take the
banality “We are all different’ péopl“e" (Axiom 1) very seriously.

This banal propﬂosition céh\tains‘a pun: we’re all different from each other,
and we're not always the same ourselves. It is because the first is true that “allo-
identification” (identification with the other) should take place, however rarely it
does; and it is because the second is true that the first can take place: we cannot
simply “auto-identify’”” once and for all. Thus same-gender sex, like different-gender
sex, involves a mixture of both kinds of identification. At a more general level,
for Sedgwick, auto-identification requires narratives which try to account for how
we came to be what we are and, more than that, to establish what we are —
though, of course, this can never be finally determined. Such narratives can also
trigger further identifications: by and with others. More particularly, Sedgwick
implies, lesbian and gay studies need a particular mix of auto- and allo-identification
if they are to remain different from, but not radically other to, each other.

wa“l\n?
(Rouitledge | 1445, 1999)
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Further. reading: Butler 1991; Edelman 1994; Foucault 1980a; Fuss 1991;

Halperin 1995; Heath 1982; Rubin 1975, 1984; Sedgwick 1987, 1990; Weeks
1985.

Epistemology of the Closet proposes that many of the major nodes of thought and
knowledge in twentieth-century Western culture as a whole are structured -
indeed, fractured — by a chronic, now endemic crisis of homo/heterosexual defi-
nition, indicatively male, dating from the end of the nineteenth century. The book
will argue that an understanding of virtually any aspect of modern Western culture
must be, not merely incomplete, but damaged in its central substance to the degree
that it does not incorporate a critical analysis of modern homo/heterosexual defi-
nition; and it will assume that the appropriate place for that critical analysis to
begin is from the relatively decentred perspective of modern gay and antihomo-
phobic theory.

The passage of time, the bestowal of thought and necessary political struggle
since the turn of the century have only spread and deepened the long crisis of
modern sexual .definition, dramatizing, often violently, the internal incoherence
and mutual contradiction of each of the forms of discursive and institutional
‘common sense’ on this subject inherited from the architects of our present culture.
The contradictions I will be discussing are not in the first place those between
pro-homosexual and anti-homosexual people or ideologies, although the book’s
strongest motivation is indeed the gay-affirmative one. Rather, the contradictions
that seem most active are the ones internal to all the important twentieth-century
understandings of homo/heterosexual definition, both heterosexist and antihomo-
phobic. Their outlines and something of their history are sketched in Chapter 1.
Briefly, they are two. The first is the contradiction between seeing homo/hetero-
sexual definition on the one hand as an issue of active importance primarily for a
small, distinct, relatively fixed homosexual minority (what I refer to as a minori-
tizing view), and seeing it on the other hand as an issue of continuing, determinative
importance in the lives of people across the spectrum of sexualities (what I refer
to as a universalizing view). The second is the contradiction between seeing same-
sex object choice on the one hand as a matter of liminality or transitivity between
genders, and seeing it on the other hand as reflecting an impulse of separatism —
though by no means necessarily political separatism — within each gender. The
purpose of this book is not to adjudicate between the two poles of either of these
contradictions, for, if its argument is right, no epistemological grounding now
exists from which to do so. Instead, I am trying to make the strongest possible
introductory case for a hypothesis about the centrality of this nominally marginal,
conceptually intractable set of definitional issues to the important knowledges and
understandings of twentieth-century Western culture as a whole.

~ The word ‘homosexual’ entered Euro-American discourse during the last
third of the nineteenth century — its popularization preceding, as it happens, even
that of the word ‘heterosexual’. It seems clear that the sexual behaviours, and
even for some people the conscious identities, denoted by the new term ‘homo-
sexual’ and its contemporary-variants already had a long, rich history. So, indeed,
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did a wide range of other sexual behaviors and behavioral clusters. What was new
from the turn of the century was the world-mapping by which every given person,
just as he or she was necessarily assignable to a male or a female gender, was not
considered necessarily assignable as well to a homo- or a hetero-sexuality, a bina-
rized identity that was full of implications, however confusing, for even the
ostensibly least sexual aspects of personal existence. It was this new development
that left no space in the culture exempt from the potent incoherences of homo/
heterosexual definition.

New, institutionalized taxonomlc discourses — medical, legal, literary, psycho-
logical — centring on homo/heterosexual definition proliferated and crystallized
with exceptional rapidity in the decades around the turn of the century, decades
in which so many of the other critical nodes of the culture were being; if less
suddenly and newly, nonetheless also definitively reshaped. Both the power rela-
tions between the genders and the relations of nationalism and imperialism, for
instance, were in highly visible crisis. For this reason, and because the structuring
of same-sex bonds can’t, in any historical situation marked by inequality and contest
between genders, fail to be a site of intensive regulation that intersects virtually
every issue of power and gender, lines can never be drawn to circumscribe within
some proper domain of sexuality (whatever that might be) the consequences of a
shift in sexual discourse. Furthermore, in accord with Foucault’s demonstration,
whose results [ will take to be axiomatic, that modern Western culture has placed
what it calls sexuality in a:more and more distinctively privileged relation to our
most prized constructs of individual identity, truth, and knowledge, it becomes
truer and truer that the language of sexuality not only intersects with but trans-
forms the other languages and relations by which we know.

An assumption underlying the book is that the relations of the closet — the
relations of the known and the unknown, the explicit and the inexplicit around
homo/heterosexual deﬁmtlon have the potential for being peculiarly revealing,
in fact, about speech acts:more generally. But, in the vicinity of the closet, even
what counts as a speech act is problematized on a perfectly routine basis. As Foucault
says: ‘there is no binary division to be made between what one says and what one
does not say; we must try to determine the different ways of not saying such
things. . . . There is not one but many silences, and they are an integral part of
the strategles that underlie and permeate dlscourses (Foucault 1980a: 27).
‘Closetedness’ itself is a performance initiated as such by the speech act of a silence
— not a particular silence, but a silence that accrues particularity by fits and starts,
in relation to the discourse that surrounds and differentially constitutes it. The
speech acts that coming out, in turn, can comprise are as strangely specific. And
they may have nothing to do with the acquisition of new information. I think of
a man and a woman [ know, best friends, who for years canvassed freely the
emotional complications of each other’s erotic lives — the man’s eroticism happening
to focus exclusively on men. But it was only after one particular conversational
moment, fully a decade into this relationship, that it seemed to either of these
friends that permission had been given to the woman to refer to the man, in their
conversation together, as a gay man. Dlscussmg it much later, both agreed they

~had felt at the time that this one moment had constituted a clear cut act of coming
out, even in the context of years and years beforehand of exchange predicated on
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the mé.n’s being gay. What was said to make this difference? Not a version of ‘1
am gay which could only have been bathetic between them. What constituted
commg out for this man, in this situation, was to use about hlmself the phrase
‘coming out’ — to mention, as if casually, having come out to someone else.
(Similarly, a T-shirt that ACT UP sells in New York bearing the text ‘I am out,
therefore [ am’, is meant to do for the wearer not the constative work of reporting
that s/he is out, but the performative work of coming out in the first place.) And
the fact that silence is rendered as pointed and performative as speech, in rela-
tions around the closet, depends on and highlights more broadly the fact that
1gn0rance is as potent and as multiple a thing there as is knowledge.

Anyone working in gay and lesbian studies, in a culture where same-sex desire is
still structured by its distinctive public/private status, at once marginal and
central, as the open secret, discovers that the line between straining at truths that
prove to be imbecilically self-evident, on the one hand, and on the other hand
tossing off commonplaces that turn out to retain their power to galvanize and
divide, is weirdly unpredictable. In dealing with an open-secret structure, it’s only
by being shameless about risking the obvious that we happen into the vicinity
of the transformative. I have methodically to sweep into one little heap some of
the otherwise unarticulated assumptions and conclusions from a long-term project
of anti-homophobic analysis. These nails, these scraps of wiring: will they bore or
will they shock?
Under the rule that most privileges the most obvious:

Axiom 1 : People are different from each other

It is astonishing how few respectable conceptual tools we have for dealing with
this self-evident fact. A tiny number of inconceivably coarse axes of categorization
have been painstakingly inscribed in current critical and political thought: gender,
race, class, nationality, sexual orientation are pretty much the available distinc-
tions. They, with the associated demonstrations of the mechanisms by which they
are constructed and reproduced, are indispensable, and they may indeed override
all or some other forms of difference and similarity. But the sister or brother, the
best friend, the classmate, the parent, the child, the lover, the ex-: our families,
loves, and enmities alike, not to mention the strange relations of our work, play,
and activism, prove that even people who share all or most of our own position-
ings along these crude axes may still be different enough from us, and from each
other, to seem like all but different species.

Everybody has learned this, I assume, and probably everybody who survives
at all has reasonably rich, unsystematic resources of nonce taxonomy for mapping
out the possibilities, dangers, and stimulations of their human social landscape. It
is probably people with the experience of oppression or subordination who have
most need to know it; and I take the precious, devalued arts of gossip, immemo-
rially associated in European thought with servants, with effeminate and gay men,
with all women, to have to do not even so much with the transmission of neces-
sary news as with the refinement of necessary skills for making, testing, and using
unratitg)nélizéd‘ and provisional hypotheses about what kinds of people there are to
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be found in one’s world. The writing of a Proust or a James would be exemplary
here: projects precisely of nonce taxonomy, of the making and unmaking and
remaking and: redissolution of hundreds of old and new categorical imaginings
concerning all the kinds it may take to make up a world.

I don’t assume that all gay men or all women are very skilled at the nonce- -
taxonomic work represented by gossip, but it does make sense to suppose that our
distinctive needs are peculiarly disserved by its devaluation. For some people, the
sustained, foregrounded pressure of loss in the AIDS years may be making such needs
clearer: as one anticipates or tries to deal with the absence of people one loves, it
seems absurdly 1mpoverlshlng to surrender to theoretical trivialization or to ‘the
sentimental’ one’s descriptive: requlrements that the piercing bouquet of a given
friend’s particularity be done some justice. What is more dramatic is that — in spite
of every promise to the contrary — every single theoretically or politically interest-
ing project of postwar thought has finally had the effect of delegitimating our space
for asking or thinking in detail about the multiple, unstable ways in which people
may be like or different from each other. This project is not rendered otiose by any
demonstration of how fully people may differ also from themselves. Deconstruction,
founded as a very science of différ(e/a)nce, has both so fetishized the idea of differ-
ence and so vaporized its possible embodiments “that its most thoroughgoing
practitioners are the last people to whom one would now look for help in thinking
about particular differences; The same thing seems likely to prove true of theorists
of postmodernism. Psychoanalytic theory, if only through the almost astrologically
lush plurality of its overlapping taxonomies of physical zones, developmental stages,
representational mechanisms, and levels of consciousness, seemed to promise to
introduce a certain becoming amplitude into discussions of what different people
are like — only to turn, inits streamlined trajectory across so many institutional
boundaries, into the sveltest of metatheoretical disciplines, sleeked down to such
elegant operational entities as the mother, the father, the pre-oedipal, the oedipal, the
other or Other. Within the less theorized institutional confines of intra-psychoana-
lytic discourse, meanwhile, a narrowly and severely normative, difference-
eradicating ethical programme has long sheltered under developmental narratives
and a metaphorics of health and pathology. In more familiar ways, Marxist, femi-
nist, postcolonial, and other engagé critical projects have deepened understandings
of a few crucial axes of difference, perhaps necessarily at the expense of more
ephemeral or less global impulses of differential grouping. In each of these enquiries,
so much has been gained by the different ways we have learned to deconstruct the
category of the individual that it is easy for us now to read, say, Proust, as the most
expert operator of our modern technologies for dismantling taxonomies of the
person. For the emergence and persistence of the vitalizing worldly taxonomic
energies on which Proust also depends, however, we have no theoretical support to
offer. And these defalcations in our indispensable anti-humanist discourses have
apparently ceded the potentially forceful ground of profound, complex variation
to humanist liberal ‘tolerance’ or repressively trivializing celebration at best, to reac-
tionary suppression at worst.

In the particular area of sexuality, for instance, I assume that most of us know
the following things that can'differentiate even people of identical gender, race,
nationality, class, and ‘sexual orientation’ — each one-of which, however, if taken
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seriously as pure difference, retains the unaccounted-for potential to disrupt many
forms of the available thinking about sexuality.

e  Even identical genital acts mean very different things to different people.

° To some people, the nimbus of ‘the sexual’ seems scarcely to extend beyond
the boundaries of discrete genital acts; to others, it enfolds them loosely or
floats virtually free of them.

'3 Sexdélity makes up a large share of the self-perceived identity of some people,
a small share of others’. _

e  Some people spend a lot of time thinking about sex, others little.

° Some ‘people like to have a lot of sex, others: little or none.

®  Many people have their richest mental or emotional involvement with sexual
acts that they don’t do, or even don’t want to do.

[ For some people, it is important that sex be embedded in contexts resonant
with meaning, narrative, and connectedness with other aspects of their life;
for other people, it is important that they not be; to others it doesn’t occur
that they might be.

e  For some people, the preference for a certain sexual object, act, role, zone,
or scenario is so immemorial and durable that it can only be experienced as
innate; for others, it appears to come late or to feel aleatory or discretionary.

° For some people, the possibility of bad sex is aversive enough that their lives
are strongly marked by its avoidance; for others, it isn’t.

'Y For some people, sexuality provides a needed space of heightened discovery
and cognitive hyperstimulation. For others, sexuality provides a needed space
of routinized habituation and cognitive hiatus.

° Some people like spontaneous sexual scenes, others like highly scripted ones,
others like spontaneous-sounding ones that are nonetheless totally predictable.

° Some people’s sexual orientation is intensely marked by autoerotic pleasures
and histories — sometimes more so than by any aspect of alloerotic object
choice. For others the autoerotic possibility seems secondary or fragile, if it
exists at all.

° Some people, homo-, hetero-, and bisexual, experience their sexuality as
deeply embedded in a matrix of gender meanings and gender differentials.
Others of each sexuality do not.

Axiom 2: The study ofsexuality is not coextensive with the study qf
gender; correspondingly, anti-homophobic enquiry is not coextensive
with femjnist enquiry. But we can’t know in advance how they will

be differént

Sex, gender, sexuality: three terms whose usage relations and analytical relations
are almost. irremediably slippery. The charting of a space between something called
‘sex’ and something called ‘gender’ has been one of the most influential and
successful undertakings of feminist thought. For the purposes of that undertaking,
‘sex” has had the meaning of a certain group of irreducible, biological differenti-
" ations betvis%]éeﬁ ‘fx“nembers of the species Homo sapiens who have XX and those who
~ have XY' chromosomes. These include (or are ordinarily thought to include) more
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or less marked dimorphisms of genital formation, hair growth (in populations that
have body hair), fat distribution, hormonal function, and reproductive capacity.
‘Sex’ in this sense — what I'll demarcate as ‘chromosomal sex’ — is seen as the
relatively minimal raw material on which is then based the social construction of
gender. Gender, then, is the far more elaborated, more fully and rigidly dichoto-
mized social production and reproduction of male and female identities and
behaviours — of male and female persons — in a cultural system for which
‘male/female’ functions'as a primary and perhaps model binarism affecting the
structure and meaning of many, many other binarisms whose apparent connection
to chromosomal sex will often be exiguous or non-existent. Compared to chromo-
somal sex, which is seen' (by these definitions) as tending to be immutable,
immanent in the individual, and biologically based, the meaning of gender is seen
as culturally mutable and variable, highly relational (in the sense that each of the
binarized genders is defined primarily by its relation to the other), and inextri-
cable from a history of power differentials between genders. This feminist charting
of what Gayle Rubin refers to as a ‘sex/gender system’, the system by which
chromosomal sex is turned into, and processed as, cultural gender, has tended to
minimize the attribution ‘of people’s various behaviours and identities to chromo-
somal sex and to maximize their attribution to socialized gender constructs. The
purpose of that strategy has been to gain analytic and critical leverage on the
female-disadvantaging social arrangements that prevail at a given time in a given
society, by throwing into- question their legitimative ideological grounding in
biologically based narratives of the ‘natural’.

‘Sex’ is, however, a term that extends indefinitely beyond chromosomal sex.
That its history of usage often overlaps with what might, now, more properly be
called ‘gender’ is only one problem. (‘I can only love someone of my own sex.’
Shouldn’t ‘sex’ be gender‘ in such a sentence? ‘M. saw that the person who
approached was of the opposite sex.” Genders — insofar as there are two and they
are defined in contradistinction to one another — may be said to be opposite; but
in what sense is. XX the opposite of XY?) Beyond chromosomes, however, the
association of ‘sex’, precisely through the physical body, with reproduction and
with genital activity and sensation keeps offering new challenges to the conceptual
clarity or even possibility of sex/gender differentiation. There is a powerful argu-
ment to be made that a primary (or the primary) issue in gender differentiation
and gender struggle is the question of who is to have control of women’s (biologi-
cally) distinctive reproductive capability. Indeed, the intimacy of the association
between several of the most signal forms of gender oppression and ‘the facts’ of
women’s bodies and women’s reproductive activity has led some radical feminists
to question, more or less explicitly, the usefulness of insisting on a sex/gender
distinction. For these reasons, even usages involving the ‘sex/gender system’ within
feminist theory are able to use ‘sex/gender’ only to delineate a problematical space
rather than a crisp distinction. My own loose usage in this book will be to denomi-
nate that problematized space of the sex/gender system, the whole package of
physical and cultural distinctions between women and men, more simply under
the rubric ° gender I do: \thls in-order to reduce the likelihood of confusion between
‘sex’ in the sense of the space of differences between male and female’ (what I'll
be grouping'under gender ) and ‘sex’in the sense of sexuality.
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Table: 1 Some mappings of sex, gender, and sexuality

‘ Biological Cultural
Essential - Constructed
Individuallyj immanent ‘Relational

‘ Constructivist Feminist Ana])/sis
chromosomal sex gender

gender inequality
_‘ Radical Feminist Analysis
chromosomal sex

reproductive relations reproductive relations
sexual inequality sexual inequality

‘ ‘ Foucault-influenced Analysis
chromosomal sex —————— reproduction sexuality

For meanwhile the whole realm of what modern culture refers to as ‘sexu-
ality’ and also calls ‘sex’ — the array of acts, expectations, narratives, pleasures,
identity-formations, and knowledges, in both women and men, that tends to cluster
most densely around certain genital sensations but is not adequately defined by
them — that realm is virtually impossible to situate on a map delimited by the
feminist- defined sex/gender distinction. To the degree that it has a centre or
starting point in certain physical sites, acts, and rhythms associated (however contin-
gently) with procreation or the potential for it, ‘sexuality’ in this sense may seem
to be of a piece with ‘chromosomal sex’: biologically necessary to species survival,
tendmg toward the individually immanent, the socially immutable, the given. But
to the:extent that, as Freud argued and Foucault assumed, the distinctively sexual
nature of human sexuality has to do precisely with its excess over or potentlal
difference from the bare choreographies of procreation, ‘sexuality’ might be the
very opposite of what we originally referred to as (chromosomal-based) sex: it
could occupy, instead, even more than ‘gender’ the polar position of the rela-
tional, the social/symbolic, the constructed, the variable, the representational (see
Table 1). To note that, according to these different findings, something legitimately
called sex or sexuality is all over the experiential and conceptual map is to record
a problem less resolvable than a necessary choice of analytic paradigms or a deter-
minate ; slippage of semantic meaning; it is rather, I would say, true to quite a
range of contemporary worldviews and intuitions to find that sex/sexuality does
tend to represent the full spectrum of positions between the most intimate and
the most social, the most predetermined and the most aleatory, the most physi-
cally rooted and the most symbolically infused, the most innate and the most
learned, the most autonomous and the most relational traits of being.

If all this is true of the definitional nexus between sex and sexuality, how
much less simple, even, must be that between sexuality and gender. It will be an
assumptlon of this study that there is always at least the potential for an analytic
¢ betweén gender and sexuality, even if particular manifestations or features
of pantlcular sexualities ‘are ‘anfong the thmgs that _plunge women and men
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most ineluctably into the discursive, institutional, and bodily enmeshments of gender
definition, gender relation, and gender inequality. This book will hypothesize that
the question of gender and the question of sexuality, inextricable from one another
though they are in that each can be expressed only in terms of the other, are none
the less not: the same questlon, that in twentieth-century Western culture
gender and sexuality repreféent two analytic axes that may productively be imagined
as being as distinct from one another as, say, gender and class, or class and race.
Distinct, that is to say, noimore than minimally, but none the less usefully.

It would be a natural corollary to Axiom 2 to hypothesize, then, that
gay/lesbian and anti-homophobic enquiry still has a lot to learn from asking ques-
tions that feminist enquiry has learned to ask — but only so long as we don’t
demand to receive the same answers in both interlocutions. In a comparison of
feminist and gay theory as they currently stand, the newness and consequent relative
underdevelopment of gay theory are seen most clearly in two manifestations. First,
we are by now very used to asking as feminists what we aren’t yet used to asking
as anti-homophobic readers: how a variety of forms of oppression intertwine
systematically with each other; and especially how the person who is disabled
through one set of oppreésions may by the same positioning be enabled through
others. For instance, the understated demeanour of educated women in our society
tends to mark both their deference to educated men and their expectation of defer-
ence from women and men of lower class. Again, a woman'’s use of a married
name makes graphic at the same time her subordination as a woman and her priv-
ilege as a presumptive heterosexual. Or, again, the distinctive vulnerability to rape
of women of all races has become in this country a powerful tool for the racist
enforcement by which white people, including women, are privileged at the
expense of Black people. of both genders. That one is either oppressed or an
oppressor, or that, if one happens to be both, the two are not likely to have much
to do with each other, still seems to be a common assumption, however, in at
any rate male gay wntlng and activism, as it hasn’t for a long time been in careful
feminist work.

Indeed, it was the long, painful realization, not that all oppressions are
congruent, but that they are differently structured and so must intersect in complex
embodiments that was the first great heuristic breakthrough of socialist-feminist
thought and of the thought of women of colour. This realization has as its corol-
lary that the comparison of different axes of oppression is a crucial task, not for
any purpose of ranking oppressions but to the contrary because each oppression
is likely to be in a uniquely indicative relation to certain distinctive nodes of
cultural organization. The: special centrality of homophobic oppression in the twen-
tieth century, I will be arguing, has resulted from its inextricability from the
question of knowledge and the processes of knowing in modern Western culture
at large.

The second and perhaps even greater heuristic leap of feminism has been the
recognition that categories of gender and, hence, oppressions of gender can have
a structuring force for nodes of thought, for axes of cultural discrimination, whose
thematic sub]ect isn’t. exphc1tly gendered at all. Through a series of developments
- structured by the: deconsﬂructlve understandmgs and procedures sketched above,
we have now léarned as femlnlst readers that dichotomies in a given text of culture

i
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as opposed. to nature, public as opposed to private, mind as opposed: to body,
activity as opposed to passivity, etc. etc., are, under particular pressures of culture
and history; likely places to look for implicit allegories of the relations of men to
women; more, that to fail to analyse such nominally ungendered constructs in
gender terms can itself be a gravely tendentious move in the gender politics of
reading. This has given us ways to ask the question of gender about texts even
where the culturally ‘marked’ gender (female) is not present as either author or
thematic.

Axiom 3: There can’t be an a priori decision about howfar
it will make sense to conceptualize lesbian and gay male
identities together. Or separately

The lesbian interpretative framework most readily available at the time this project
began was the separatist-feminist one that emerged from the 1970s. According to
that framework, there were essentially no valid grounds of commonality between
gay male and lesbian experience and identity; to the contrary, women-loving
women and men-loving men must be at precisely opposite ends of the gender
spectrum. The assumptions at work here were indeed radical ones: most impor-
tant, the stunningly efficacious re-visioning, in female terms, of same-sex desire
as being at the ivery definitional centre of each gender, rather than as occupying a
cross-gender or liminal position between them. Thus, women who loved women
were seen as more female, men who loved men as quite possibly more male, than
those whose' desire crossed boundaries of gender. The axis of sexuality, in this
view, was not only exactly coextensive with the axis of gender but expressive of
its most heightened essence: ‘Feminism is the theory, lesbianism is the practice.’
By analogy, imale homosexuality could be, and often was, seen as the practice for
which male supremacy was the theory. A particular reading of modern gender
history was, of course, implicit in and in turn propelled by this gender-separatist
framework. In accord with, for instance, Adrienne Rich’s understanding of many
aspects of women’s bonds as constituting a ‘lesbian continuum’, this history, found
in its purest form in the work of Lilian Faderman, deemphasized the definitional
discontinuities and perturbations between more and less sexualized, more and less
prohibited, and more and less gender-identity-bound forms of female same-sex
bonding. Insofar as lesbian object-choice was viewed as epitomizing a specificity
of female experience and resistance, insofar as a symmetrically opposite under-
standing of ‘gay male object-choice also obtained, and insofar also as feminism
necessarily posited male and female experiences and interests as different and
opposed, the implication was that an understanding of male homo/heterosexual
definition could offer little or no affordance or interest for any lesbian theoretical
project. Indeed, the powerful impetus of a gender-polarized feminist ethical schema
made it possible for a profoundly anti-homophobic reading of lesbian desire (as a
quintessence. of the female) to fuel a correspondingly homophobic readmg of gay
male desire (as'a quintessence of the male).

~ Since the'late 1970s, however, there have emerged a variety of challenges to
this understandlng of how lesbian and gay male desires and identities might be
mapped against each other. Fach challeiige has led to a refreshed sense that lesbians
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and gay men may share impOr"ca‘nt‘ though contested aspects of one another’s histo-
ries, cultures,. identities, politics, and destinies. These challenges have emerged
from the ‘sex vv“a‘rs” within feminism over pornography and S/M, which seemed
to many pro SEX femlmsts to expose a devastating continuity between a certain,
theretofore pr1v11eged femmlst understanding of a resistant female identity, on the:
one hand, and:on the other the most repressive nineteenth-century bourgeois
constructions of a sphere of pure femininity. Such challenges emerged as well from
the reclamation and relegmmanon of a courageous history of lesbian transgender
role-playing and identification. Along with this new historical making-visible of
self-defined mannish lesbians came a new salience of the many ways in which male
and female homosexual identities had in fact been constructed through and in rela-
tion to each other over the last century — by the variously homophobic discourses
of professional expertise, but also and just as actively by many lesbians and gay
men. The irrepressible, relatively class-non-specific popular culture in which James
Dean has been as numinous an icon for lesbians as Garbo or Dietrich has for gay
men seems resistant to a purely feminist theorization. It is in these contexts that
calls for a theorized axis of sexuality as distinct from gender have developed. And
after the anti-S/M, anti-pornography liberal feminist move toward labelling and
stigmatizing particular sexualities joined its energies with those of the much longer-
established conservative sanctions against all forms of sexual ‘deviance’, it remained
only for the terrible accident of the HIV epidemic and the terrifyingly genocidal
overdeterminations of AIDS discourse to reconstruct a category of the pervert
capacious enough to admit! homosexuals of any gender The newly virulent homo-
phobia of the 1980s, dxrected alike against women and men even though its medical
pretext ought, if anything, logically to give a relative exemptive privilege to
lesbians, reminds ungently: that it is more to friends than to enemies that gay
women and gay men are perceptible as distinct groups. Equally, however, the
internal perspective of the gay movements shows women and men increasingly,
though far from uncontestingly and far from equally, working together on mutu-
ally anti-homophobic agendas. The contributions of lesbians to current gay and
AIDS activism are weighty, not despite, but because of the intervening lessons of
feminism. Femninist perspectives on medicine and health-care issues, on civil disobe-
dience, and on the politics' of class and race as well as of sexuality have been
centrally enabling for the recent waves of AIDS activism. What this activism returns
to the lesbians involved in it may include a more richly pluralized range of imag-
inings of lines ‘of gender and sexual identification.

Thus, it can no longer make sense; if it ever did, simply to assume that a
male-centred analysis of' homo-heterosexual definition will have no lesbian
relevance or interest. At the same time, there are no algorithms for assuming a

priori what its lesbian relevance could be or how far its lesbian interest m1ght
extend.



AXIOMATIC 331

Axwm 4 The immemorial, seemingly ritualized debates
on nature versus nurture take place against a very unstable background
of tac;t assumptions and fantasies about both nurture and nature

If there is one compulsory setpiece for the Introduction to-any gay-oriented book
written in the late 1980s, it must be the meditation on and attempted adjudication
of constructivist versus essentialist views of homosexuality. My demurral has two
grounds. The first is that any such adjudication is impossible to. the degree that a
conceptual deadlock between the two opposing views has by now been built into
the very structure of every theoretical tool we have for undertaking it. The second
one is already implicit in a terminological choice I have been making: to refer to
‘minoritizing’ versus ‘universalizing’ rather than to essentialist versus constructivist
understandings of homosexuality. I prefer the former terminology because it
seems to record and respond to the question, ‘In whose lives is homo/heterosexual
definition an issue of continuing centrality and difficulty?’ rather than either of the
questions that seem to have got conflated in the constructivist/essentialist debate:
on the one hand what one might call the question of phylogeny, ‘How fully are
the meaning and experience of sexual activity and identity contingent on their
mutual structuring with other, historically and culturally variable aspects of a
given:society?’; and on the other what one might call that of ontogeny, ‘What is
the cause of homo- [or of hetero-] sexuality in the individual?’ I am specifically
offering minoritizing/universalizing as an alternative (though not an equivalent) to
essentialist/ constructivist, in the sense that I think it can do some of the same
analytic work as the latter binarism, and rather more tellingly. I think it may isolate
the areas where the questions of ontogeny and phylogeny most consequentially
overlap. I also think, as | suggested in Axiom 1, that it is more respectful of the
varied proprioception of many authoritative individuals. But I am additionally
eager to promote the obsolescence of ‘essentialist/ constructivist’ because I am very
dubious: about the ability of even the most scrupulously gay-affirmative thinkers
to divorce these terms, especially as they relate to the question of ontogeny, from
the essentially gay-genocidal nexuses of thought through which they have developed.
Andibeyond that: even where we may think we know the conceptual landscape
of their history well enough to do the delicate, always dangerous work of prying
them loose from their historical backing to attach to them newly enabling meanings,
I fear that the special volatility of postmodern bodily and technological relations
may make such an attempt peculiarly liable to tragic misfire. Thus, it would
seem to me that gay-affirmative work does well when it aims to minimize its
‘reliance on any particular account of the origin of sexual preference and identity
in individuals.

‘In particular, my fear is that there currently exists no framework in which to
ask about the origins or development of individual gay identity that is not already
structured by an implicit, trans-individual Western project or fantasy of eradicating
that identity. It seems ominously symptomatic that, under the dire homophobic
pressures of the last few years, and in the name of Christianity, the subtle construc-
tivist argument that sexual aim is, at least for many people, not a hard-wired
biological ‘given but, rather, a social fact deeply embedded in the cultural and
linguistic forms of many, many decades is being degraded to the blithe ukase that
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people are ‘free at any moment 1o’ (i.e., must immediately) ‘choose’ to adhere
to a particular sexual 1dent1ty (say, at a random hazard, the heterosexual) rather
than to its other. (Here we see the dxsastrously unmarked crossing of phylogenetic
with ontogenetic narratives.) To the degree — and it is significantly large —that
the gay essentialist/constructivist debate takes its form and premises from, and -
insistently refers to, a whole history of other nature/nurture or nature/culture
debates, it partakes ofa tradition of viewing culture as malleable relative to nature:
that is, culture, unlike nature, is assumed to be the thing that can be changed; the
thing in which ‘humanity’ has, furthermore, a right or even an obligation to inter-
vene. This has certainly been the grounding of, for instance, the feminist
formulation of the sex/gender system described above, whose implication is that
the more fully gender inequality can be shown to inhere in human culture rather
than in biological nature, the more amenable it must be to alteration and reform.
I remember the buoyant enthusiasm with which feminist scholars used to greet
the finding that one or other brutal form of oppression was not biological but
‘only’ cultural! I have often:wondered what the basis was for our optimism about
the malleability of culture by any one group or programme. At any rate, never
so far as I know has there been a sufficiently powerful place from which to argue
that such manipulations, however triumphal the ethical imperative behind them,
were not a right that belonged to anyone who might have the power to perform
them. . : ~

The number of persons or 1nst1tut10ns by whom. the existence of gay people
— never mind the existence iof more gay people — is treated as a precious desidera-
tum, a needed condition of hfe, is small, even compared to those who may wish
for the dignified treatment of any gay people who happen already to exist. Advice
on how to make sure your kids turn out gay, not to mention your students, your
parishioners, your therapy clients, or your military subordinates, is less ubiquitous
than you might think. By contrast, the scope of institutions whose programmatic
undertaking is to prevent the development of gay people is unimaginably large.
No major institutionalized discourse offers a firm resistance to that undertaking;
in the United States, at any rate, most sites of the state, the military, education,
law, penal institutions, the church, medicine, mass culture, and the mental health
industries enforce it all but unquestioningly, and with little hesitation even at
recourse to-invasive v1olence So for gay and gay-loving people, even though the
space of cultural malleablhty is the only conceivable theatre for our effective poli-
tics, every step of this constructivist nature/culture argument holds danger: it is
so difficult to intervene in the seemingly natural trajectory that begins by identi-
fving a place of cultural malleability; continues by inventing an ethical or therapeutic
mandate for cultural manipulation; and ends in the overarching, hygienic Western
fantasy of a world without any more homosexuals in it.

That’s one set of dangers; and it is against them, I think, that essentialist under-
standings of sexual identity accrue a certain gravity. The resistance that seems to
be offered by conceptualizing an unalterably homosexual body, to the social engi-
neering momentum apparently built into every one of the human sciences of the
West, can reassure profoundly. Furthermore, it reaches deeply and, in a sense,
protectively into afraught space of life-or-death struggle that has been more. or
less abandoned by constructivist gay theory: that is, the experience and identity
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of gay or proto»gay children. The ability of anyone in the culture to support and
honour gay kids may depend on an ability to name them as such, notwithstanding
that many gay adults may never have been gay kids and some gay kids may not
turn into gay' adults. It seems plausible that a lot of the emotional energy behind
essentialist historical work has to do not even in the first place with reclaiming
the place and eros of Homeric heroes, Renaissance painters, and medieval gay
monks, so much as with the far less permissible, vastly more necessary project of
recognizing and validating the creativity and heroism of the effeminate boy or
tommish girl of the 1950s (or 1960s or 1970s or 1980s) whose sense of consti-
tuting precisely a gap in the discursive fabric of the given has not been done justice,
so far, by constructivist work.

At the same time, however, just as it comes to seem questionable to assume
that cultural constructs are peculiarly malleable ones, it is also becoming increas-
ingly problematlcal to assume that grounding an identity in biology or ‘essential
nature’ is a stable way of insulating it from societal interference. If anything, the
gestalt of assumptions that undergird nature/nurture debates may be in the process
of direct reversal. Increasingly it is the conjecture that a particular trait is
genetically or biologically based, not that it is ‘only cultural’, that seems to trigger
an oestrus of mampulatwe fantasy in the technological institutions of the culture.
A relative depressweness about the efficacy of social engineering techmques a high
mania about blologlcal control: the Cartesian bipolar psychosis that always underlay
the nature / nurture debates has switched its polar assignments without surrendering
a bit of its hold over the collective life. And in this unstable context, the depen-
dence on a specxﬁed homosexual body to offer resistance to any gay-eradicating
momentum is tremblingly vulnerable. AIDS, though it is used to proffer every
single day to the news-consuming public the crystallized vision of a world after
the homosexual, could never by itself bring about such a world. What whets these
fantasies more dangerously, because more blandly, is the presentation, often in
ostensibly or authentically gay-affirmative contexts, of biologically based ‘explana-
tions’ for deviant behaviour that are absolutely invariably couched in terms of
‘excess’, ‘deficiency’, or ‘imbalance’ — whether in the hormones, in the genetic
material, or, as is currently fashionable, in the fetal endocrine environment. If 1
had ever, in any medium, seen any researcher or popularizer refer even once to
any supposed gay-producing circumstance as the proper hormone balance, or the
conducive endocrine environment, for gay generation, I would be less chilled by
the breezes of all this technological confidence. As things are, a medicalized dream
of the preventlon of gay bodies seems to be the less visible, far more respectable
underside of the AIDS-fuelled public dream of their extirpation. In this unstable
balance of assumptions between nature and culture, at any rate, under the over-
arching, relatively unchallenged aegis of a culture’s desire that gay people not
be, there is no unthreatened, unthreatening conceptual home for a concept of
gay origins. We have all the more reason, then, to keep our understanding of gay
origin, of gay cultural and material reproduction, plural, multi-capillaried, argus-
eyed, respectful, and endlessly cherished.
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Axiom 5: The bistoricalf‘sear;ch for a Great Paradigm Shift may obscure
the present conditions of sexual identity

Since ‘1976, ‘when MicheltFoucault, in an act of polemical bravado, offered 1870
as the date of birth of modern homosexuality, the most sophisticated historically
oriented work in gay studies has been offering ever more precise datings, ever
more nuanced narratives of the development of homosexuality ‘as we know it
today’. The great value of this scholarly movement has been to subtract from that
‘as we know it today’ the twin positivist assumptions, first, that there must be
some transhistorical essence of ‘homosexuality’ available to modern knowledge, and,
second, that the history of understandings of same-sex relations has been a history
of increasingly direct, true knowledge or comprehension of that essence. To the
contrary, the recent historicizing work has assumed, first, that the differences
between the homosexuality ‘we know today’ and previous arrangements of same-
sex relations may be so profound and so integrally rooted in other cultural
differences that there may. be no continuous, defining essence of ‘homosexuality’
to be known; and, second, that modern ‘sexuality’ and hence modern homosexu-
ality are so intimately entangled with the historically distinctive contexts and
structures that now count as knowledge that such ‘knowledge’ can scarcely be a
transparent wmdow onto a separate realm of sexuality but, rather, itself consti-
tutes that sexuaht) §
These ‘developments have promlsed to be exciting and productive in the way
that the most important work of history or, for that matter, of anthropology may
be: in radically defamlllarlqlng and denaturalizing not only the past and the distant,
but the present. One way, however, in which such an analysis is still incomplete
— in which, indeed, it seems to me that it has tended inadvertently to refamil-
iarize, renaturalize, damagingly reify an entity that it could be doing much more
to subject to analysis — is in counterposing against the alterity of the past a rela-
tively unified homosexuality that ‘we’ do ‘know today’. It seems that the topos of
‘homosexuality as we know it today’, or even, to incorporate more fully the anti-
positivist finding of the Foucauldian shift, ‘homosexuality as we conceive of it today’,
has provided a rhetorically necessary fulcrum point for the denaturalizing work on
the past done by many historians. But an unfortunate side effect of this move has
been implicitly to underwrite the notion that ‘homosexuality as we conceive of it
today’ itself comprises a coherent definitional field rather than a space of over-
lapping, contradictory, and conflictual definitional forces. Unfortunately, this
presents more than a proble‘m of oversimplification. To the degree that power
relations involving modern homo/heterosexual definition have been structured by
the very tacitness of the double- -binding force fields of conflicting definition — to
that degree these historical projects, for all their immense care, value, and poten-
tial, still risk reinforcing a dangerous consensus of knowingness about the genuinely
unknown, more than vestigially contradictory structurings of contemporary
experience.
As an example of this contradiction effect, let me juxtapose two program-
matic statements- of what seem to be intended as parallel and congruent projects.
_In the foundational Foucault passage to which I alluded above, the modern cate-
gory of ‘homosexuality’ that dates from 1870 is said.to be
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characterized . . . less by a type of sexual relations than by a certain
quality- of sexual sensibility, a certain way of inverting the masculine
and feminine in oneself. Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms
of sexuality when it was transposed from the practice of sodomy onto
a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of .the soul. The
sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now
a species.

In Foucault’s account, the unidirectional emergence in the late nineteenth century
of ‘the homosexual’ as ‘a species’, of homosexuality as a minoritizing identity, is
seen as tied to an also unidirectional, and continuing, emergent understanding of
homosexuality in terms of gender inversion and gender transitivity. This under-
standlng appears, indeed, according to Foucault, to underlie and constitute the
common sense of the homosexuality ‘we know today’. A more recent account by
David M. Halperin, on the other hand, explicitly in the spirit and under the influ-
“ence of foucault but building, as well, on some intervening research by George
Chauncey and others, constructs a rather different narrative — but constructs it,
in a sense, as if it were the same one:

'Homosexuality and heterosexuality, as we currently understand them,
.are.-modern, Western, bourgeois productions. Nothing resembling them
ican be found in classical antiquity. ... In London and Paris, in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there appear . . . social gathering-
places. for persons of the same sex with the same socially deviant
attitudes to sex and gender who wish to socialize and to have sex with
one another. . . . This phenomenon contributes to the formation of the
great nineteenth-century experience of ‘sexual inversion’, or sex-role
reversal, in which some forms of sexual deviance are interpreted as,
or conflated with, gender deviance. The emergence of homosexuality
out of inversion, the formation of a sexual orientation independent of
relative degrees of masculinity and femininity, takes place during the
latter part of the nineteenth century and comes into its own only in
the twentieth. Its highest expression is the ‘straight-acting and
-appearing gay male’, a man distinct from other men in absolutely no
other respect besides that of his ‘sexuality’.

(Halperin 1989: 8-9)

Halperin offers some discussion of why and how he has been led to differ from
Foucault in discussing ‘inversion’ as a stage that in effect preceded ‘homosex-
uality”; What he does not discuss is that his reading of ‘homosexuality’ as ‘we
currenitly understand’ it — his presumption of the reader’s common sense, present-
tense: conceptualization of homosexuality, the point from which all the thought
experiments of differentiation must proceed —is virtually the opposite of Foucault’s.
For Halperin, what is presumed to define modern homosexuahty as we under-
stand’ it, in the form of the straight-acting and -appearing gay male, is gender
1ntra1;51t1v1ty, for Foucault, it is, in the form of the feminized man or virilized
woman, gender transitivity.
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What obscures this dlfference between two historians, I believe, is the under-
lying structural congruence of the two histories: each is a unidirectional narrative
of supersession. Each one makes an overarching point about the complete concep-
tual alterity of earlier models of same-sex relations. In each history one model of
same-sex relations is superseded by another, which may again be superseded by.
another. In each case the superseded model then drops out of the frame of analysis.
For Halperin, the power and interest of a post-inversion notion of ‘sexual orien-
tation independent of relative degrees of masculinity and femininity’ seem to
indicate that that notion must necessarily be seen as superseding the inversion
model; he then seems to assume that any elements of the inversion model still
to be found in contemporary understandings of homosexuality may be viewed as
mere historical remnants whose process of withering away, however protracted,
merits no analytic attention. The end point of Halperin’s narrative differs from
that of Foucault, but his proceeding does not: just as Halperin, having discovered
an important intervening model, assumes that it must be a supervening one as well,
so Foucault had already assumed that the nineteenth-century intervention of a
minoritizing discourse of sexual identity in a previously extant, universalizing
discourse of ‘sodomitic’ sexual acts must mean, for all intents and purposes, the
eclipse of the latter. AR

This assumption is 51gmﬁcant only if — as [ will be arguing — the most potent
effects of modern homo/heterosexual definition tend to spring precisely from the
inexplicitness or dem’al of the gaps between long-coexisting minoritizing and univer-
salizing, or gender-transitive and gender-intransitive, understandings of same-sex
relations. If that argument is true, however, then the enactment performed by
these historical narratives has some troubling entailments. For someone who lives,
for instance, as I do, in a state where certain acts called ‘sodomy’ are criminal
regardless of the gender, never mind the homo/heterosexual ‘identity’, of the
persons who perform them, the threat of the juxtaposition on that prohibition
against acts of an additional, unrationalized set of sanctions attaching to identity can
only be exacerbated by the insistence of gay theory that the discourse of acts
can represent nothing but an anachronistic vestige. The project of the present
book will be to show how issues of modern homo/heterosexual definition are
structured, not by the supersession of one model and the consequent withering
away of another, but instead by the relations made possible by the unrationalized
coexistence of different models during the times they do coexist. This project
does not involve the construction of historical narratives alternative to those that
have emerged from Foucault and his followers. Rather, it requires a reassignment
of attention and emphasis within those valuable narratives — attempting, perhaps,
to denarrativize them somewhat by focusing on a performative space of contra-
diction that they both delineate and, themselves performative, pass over in
silence. | have tended, therefore, in these chapters not to stress the alterity of
disappeared or now-supposed-alien understandings of same-sex relations but instead
to invest attention in those unexpectedly plural, varied, and contradictory histori-
cal understandings whose residual — indeed, whose renewed — force seems most
palpable today. My first aim is to denaturalize the present, rather than the past —

in effect, to render less destructlvely presumable - homosexuahty as we know it
today
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Axiom: 6: The paths of allo-identification are likely to be strange and
recalcitrant. So are the paths of auto-identification

What would make a good answer to implicit questions about someone’s group-
identification across politically charged boundaries, whether of gender, of class, of
race, of sexuality, of nation? It could never be a version of ‘But everyone should
be able to make this identification.” Perhaps everyone should, but everyone does
not, and almost no one makes more than a small number of very narrowly chan-
nelled ones. (A currently plausible academic ideology, for instance, is that everyone
in a position of class privilege should group-identify across lines of class; but who
hasn’t noticed that of the very few US scholars under fifty who have been capable
of doing so productively, and over the long haul, most also ‘happen to have been’
red diaper babies?) If the ethical prescription is explanatory at all — and I have
doubts about that — it is anything but a full explanation. It often seems to me, to
the contrary, that what these implicit questions really ask for is narrative, and of
a directly personal sort. When I have experimented with offering such narrative,
in relation to this ongoing project, it has been with several aims in mind. I wanted
to disarm' the categorical imperative that seems to do so much to promote cant
and ‘mystification about motives in the world of politically correct academia. I
wanted to try opening channels of visibility — towards the speaker, in this case —
that' might countervail somewhat against the terrible one-directionality of the
culture’s spectacularizing of gay men, to which it seems almost impossible, in any
powerful gay-related project, not also to contribute. I meant, in a sense, to give
hostages, though the possible thud of them on the tarmac of some future conflict
is not something 1 can contemplate. [ also wanted to offer (though on my own
terms) whatever tools 1 could with which a reader who needed to might begin
unknotting certain overdetermined impactions that inevitably structure these argu-
ments. Finally, | have come up with such narrative because | desired and needed
to, because its construction has greatly interested me, and what I learned from it
has often surprised me.

A note appended to one of these accounts suggested an additional reason: ‘Part
of the motivation behind my work on it’, I wrote there, ‘has been a fantasy that
readers or hearers would be variously — in anger, identification, pleasure, envy,
“permission”, exclusion — stimulated to write accounts “like” this one (whatever
that means) of their own, and share those’ (Sedgwick 1987: 137). My impression,
indeed, is that some readers of that essay have done so. An implication of that
wishful note was that it is not only identifications across definitional lines that can
evoke or support or even require complex and particular narrative explanation;
rather, the same is equally true of any person’s identification with her or his ‘own’
gender, class, race, sexuality, nation. | think, for instance, of a graduate class 1
taught a few years ago in gay and lesbian literature. Half the students in the class
were men, half women. Throughout the semester all the women, including me,
intensely uncomfortable with the dynamics of the class and hyperconscious of the
problems of articulating lesbian with gay male perspectives, attributed our discom-
fort to some obliquity in the classroom relations between ourselves and the men.
But by the end of the semester it seemed clear that we were in the grip of some
muchimore intimate dissonance..It seemed that it was among the group of women,
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all feminists, largely }homog‘eneous in visible respects, that some nerve of individ-
ually internal difference had been set painfully, contagiously atremble. Through a
process that began, but only began, with the perception of some differences among
our most inexplicit, often somewhat uncrystallized sexual self-definitions, it
appeared that each woman in the class possessed (or might, rather, feel we were
possessed by) an ability to make one or more of the other women radically and
excruciatingly doubt the authority of her own self-definition as a woman; as a
feminist; and as the positional subject of a particular sexuality.

I think it probable that most people, especially those involved with any form
of politics that touches on issues of identity — race, for instance, as well as sexu-
ality and gender — have observed or been part of many such circuits of intimate
denegation, as well as many circuits of its opposite. The political or pedagogical
utility or’ destructiveness of those dissonant dynamics is scarcely a given, though
perhaps it must always be aversive to experience them. Such dynamics — the
denegating ones along with the consolidating ones — are not epiphenomenal to
identity pohtlcs but’;constitute it. After all, to identify as must always include
multiple, processes of identification with. It also involves identification as against;
but even did it not, ithe relations implicit in identifying with are, as psychoanalysis
suggests, in themselves quite sufficiently fraught with intensitities of incorporation,
diminishment, 1nﬂat10n threat, loss, reparation, and disavowal. For a politics like
feminism, furthermore, effective moral authority has seemed to depend on its
capacity for conscientious and non-perfunctory enfoldment of women alienated
from one another in;virtually every other relation of life. Given this, there are
strong political motives for obscuring any possibility of differentiating between
one’s identification as (a woman) and one’s identification with (women very differ-
ently situated — for bourgeois feminists, this means radically less privileged ones).
At least for relatively privileged feminists of my generation, it has been an article
of faith, and a deeply educative one, that to conceive of oneself as a woman at all
must mean trying to conceive oneself, over and over, as if incarnated in ever more
palpably vulnerable situations and embodiments. The costs of this pressure toward
mystification — the constant reconflation, as one monolithic act, of identification
with/as — are, 1 believe, high for feminism, though its rewards have also been
considerable. (Its political efficacy in actually broadening the bases of feminism is
still, it seems to me, very much a matter of debate.) Identification with/as has a
distinctive resonance for women in the oppressively tidy dovetailing between old
ideologies of women’s traditional ‘selflessness’ and a new one of feminist commit-
ment that seems to begm with a self but is legitimated only by w11fully obscuring
most of its boundaries.:

For better and for worse, mainstream, male-centred gay politics has tended
not to be structured. as strongly as feminism has by that particular ethical pres-
sure. Yet, there is 'a whole different set of reasons why a problematics of
identification with/as seems to be distinctively resonant with issues of male
homo/heterosexual definition. Between Men tried to demonstrate that modern,
homophobic constructions of male heterosexuality have a conceptual dependence
on a distinction between men’s identification (with men) and their desire (for
women), a distinction: whose factitiousness is latent where not patent. The (rela-
tively new) emphasis on the ‘homo-’, on the dimension of sameness, built into
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modern understandings of relations of sexual desire within a given gender, has had
a sustained and active power to expose that factitiousness, to show how close may
be. the shppage or even the melding between 1dent1ﬁcatlon and desire. Thus, an
entire social region of the vicarious becomes peculiarly charged in association with
homo-heterosexual definition. I will argue that processes of homosexual attribu-
tion and identification have had a distinctive centrality, in this century, for many
stlgmatxzed but extremely potent sets of relations involving projective chains of
 vicarious investment: sentimentality, kitsch, camp, the knowing, the prurient, the

arch the morbid.

. There may, then, be a rich and conflictual salience of the vicarious embedded
w1thln gay definition. I don’t point out to offer an excuse for the different, openly
vicariating cathexis from outside that motivates this study; it either needs or,
perhaps, can have none. But this in turn may suggest some ways in which the
particular obliquities of my approach to the subject may bias what I find there. 1
can. say. generally that the vicarious investments most visible to me have had to do
with my experiences as a woman; as a fat woman; as a non-procreative adult; as
someornie who is, under several different discursive regxmes a sexual pervert; and,
under some, a Jew. To give an example: I’ve wondered about my ability to keep
}generatmg ideas about ‘the closet’, compared to a relative inability, so far, to have
‘new ideas about the ‘substantive dlfferences made by post-Stonewall imperatives
to rupture or vacate that space (this, obv1ously, despite every inducement to thought
provided by the immeasurable value of ‘out’ liberatory gay politics in the lives
around: me and my own). May it not be influenced by the fact that my own rela-
tion, as a woman, to gay male discourse and gay men echoes most with the
pre-Stonewall gay self-definition of (say) the 1950s? — something, that is, whose
names, where they exist at all, are still so exotically coarse and demeaning as to
challenge recognition, never mmd acknowledgement; leaving, in the stigma-
1mpregnated space of refused recognition, sometimes also a stimulating ether of

: the unnamed, the lived experiment.



