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The Foree of Fantas~-: Feminisn1. 1\lapplethorpe, and Discursive Excess 

A contemporary feminist intt>rrogalion of rt>prescntalion is i!IC\­

itably ca11ght up in a set of persistently ambivalent ontologirnl claims. l\ecent 
f't·minist criticisms or poststrneturalism and poststr11cturnlisl f't'minisrn lake 

issue vvith \'\hat appears to bf' a refusal to grant a pre-given. pre-linguistic or 
self-identirnl status to the real. The so-called deconstruction of the real. 
lrnwevt'f\ is not a simple negation or thorough dismissal of any ontological 
claim. but constitutes an interrogation of' Ilic construction and circ11lalion of 
what counts as an ontological claim. The critical point is to examine the 

exclusionary mcm1s by \Yhich the circumscription oft he n:•nl is eff<•<'l<'d. \ml in 
a sc11s(', this pnrticular move to problemaliw the real has been part offeminisl 

practice prior to there being auy question of its status as a poststructuralist 
intrusion. 

One feminist site IA here this eritirnl problematizntion ol'lhe real lws 

t<tken place is in theories of fantasy which are either implicitly or explicitly 
formulated in disn1ssions of represl"ntation. feminist fictions. and feminist 
utopias and dyslopias. Fantas) has bc·cn crucial to the feminist tusk of 
(re)thinking futurity: to that end feminist theory relies on the rapacity to 

postulate through fantasy a future that is not yet (Bartkowski. J faraway l- In 
this formulation. fonl<1sy is not equated \\ith \\hat is not rPal. but rather with 
\\hat is not yet real. what is possible or flltural. or what belun~s lo a different 

rersion of the real. 
In those anti-pornography positions that fovor censorship. there is 

an implicit theol') of fm1tasy Iha! rt ms counler to the position sketdit>d nbove. 

This implicit the<ff). by ''hich I mean this set of unti1eorizcd presumptions. 
relics upon a representational n·<11ism that. conflates the signified of fm1tasy 
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with its (impossible) ri:ferent and co11slrnes 

and. in legal terms. a discrimirrnton a('tion or 

The Force of Fantasy 

representation to the ontoloµ:ical claim mo\TS in \\\O directions at HH'P: it 

establishes tile n:·f'erent first as that \Yhid1 tlw reprPscnt<1tion relkcls and 

r<'-presents and. second. as that wl!id1 is dlecti\ eh perfonned and pcrfornw 

tivel~ f'fTeded by tlH' representation. This formul(ltion of reprc-,cnlation as 

injurious action operates through an implicit 1mdcrst<1nd oft(mtosy ;is tlwt 

\\hid1 both produces and is produced b\ rep1Tscnl;1tions and \\hich. then. 

makes possible and enacts precise!: th<' rderent of t!J;tt rep1T:-.<'lllation . 

. \<'cording to this implicit theot). the n·al is posiliorwd boll! liPfon· and aftPr its 

rPpresentation: and representation becomes a rWHlH'!lt oft 

and consolidation of the real. 

This hyperdctenni11ation of the ontological claim in s()!ilf' \\<l_\S nms 

pn•cisel.\ nnmter (itlthot1gh not dialec!ic;1ll\ opposed) to tlw poststnwturalisl 

effort to problematize the Wil_\S in \Y!Jid1 the on1ol 

fmmdatinnal or rnimt>tic place it assumes. is performed ;is an pffrct ol signi­

fying acts. This kind of probh·matizing suspf'nsion of the 011tologirnl lws also 

had its place \\ilhin feminist critical prnctke. For part or the lt1sk of main 

feminist critical practicf's has bef'n to qut'stion tile line il(Ttirdinµ: to \\hid1 the 

dislinction bel\H'l'll the real and unreal is dnrnn: to ask: \\hat is it tl1at passes 

as the real. that qualifies the e\tent or domain of "n•;tlily'"? are Ill{' parn11wtf'rs 

of the real accf'ptnblr. contestable? in whose name is a giH·n 'ersion oft he real 

artic11lated'.> is the '·n·al" a contemporary cw1fig1iralio11 that precludes an: 

transformation b.\ positinµ; the ··not .vet'' as the impossible. the 1m1-eal. rather 

tllan the unrealizable? If what goes under the description ol tile IT<ll is 

continp'nl. contrhed. and instituted for a set of purposPs. t!ten ltw n•al b not a 

µ;round nn \\hid1 \\e miµ;ht easily rely: indeed. it is a postul11te that requires a 

political intf'rrngation. 

\\ hereas anti-por·no§z:r;iph_\ feminists presunw ;1 mimetic relation 

bcl\wen the real. fantasy. and representation that preswm•s the priority of the 

real. \H' ran understand the .. rPal'' as a rnriable construction'' hi ch is al\vays 

and onl~ dt>!ermined in rf'lation to its constitutiw outside: fantas:. HJ(' unthink­

able. the unreal. 'l11e positivist \Crsion orthe real will consign all absPIH'P to the 

unreal. C'\ f'!l as it relies on that absence to stabilize its m\n boundaries. In this 

sense. the pllantasnrntic. as precisely such a constituliH· ('\('!t1sion. b(•cornes 

essential to the construction of the real. If this is so. in what sense, then, can we 

understand the real as an installation and foredostirP of fontasy. a phantas­

rnatic constrnction which recPiH's a certain lt'gitimation aller nhid1 ii is called 

tlw real and disanmed as the phantasmatic? In \\hat sense is the plwntasmatic 

most successful precisely in that determination in \'\hich its o\'\ll phantasmatic 
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status is edipst>d and renamed as the rea1:i J !ere the distinction bel\\('t'll n·al 
and 1mrt>al contrives n boundary bel\\('f'fl the lei!dtinwte domain of the plw11~ 
tasmatic and the illegitimate. 

\\hen VH' point to sometliing as reaL and i11 polil irnl discourse it is 

wry ofkn imp<'rnliH' lo vvi('ld th<' ontoloµ;irnl ir1dicator iu precisely that \\il). 

that is 11ot lht' end but llH' twgi11ni11g- of the politirnl probl<'rnatk: to prove that 

e\ents are real. one must alrc<td,v haw a notion ol' the real \\ilhin vd1id1 om· 

op<•rates. a set of exdusionar_\ and eo11stitutire principles nhidt ('onl<•r 011 ii 

µ;i wn indication the force of an ontnlnf.,rical desiµ:nntor: and if it is that i,cr~ notion 

of' the real that one wants, for political reasons. to conlt'sl. tht'n tlw simplt• act of 
poi11ti11g will not sullice to delimit !ht> p1inciplt>s v\hich co11stil 11lt' Ille fon·1· of tlw 

indcxkal. In fact. the effect of transparency produced by indc\ical poi11ti11g ''ill 
effectively forc~dos<' the inl<'rrogalion !hat is called for. Suell a restrictiwl.v 
gern'r·atPd discursive domain prmidt>s C\<fosiortat'.\ rules \\hid1 g11arm1let• in 

adH111ce lhal !Jrnl kind of poi Bl i11g performs or prodtH'PS I ht> sig11ilka 1 ion "!'PH I"' 
th<it it 11ppcars to find as the simple and exterior r<'ferent to whkh it points. 

\YhC'll pointing nppt>ars suflkknl to designal<' lhe real. it is 0111> thrn11~.d1 implicit 

recourse Io certc1 in ent rcnched and C\clusiona ry com en lions that frame and 

sanctio11 lhat version of the real. and the real that is thereby designated would 
also and at the same time be rfstrict('(f to ;i pre-giwn version ofilsdf. To dlilfl;.?;(' 

the real. that is. lo dwngc• what qualifies as tile real. would be to 1·0111t•st llw 

synta :x wilhi11 which pointing occurs and 011 which it lacH1y relies. If tile 

production of the real takes place throu~h a restriction of the phnntilsmntk 

and we shall soon Sf'<' om· political ramifirntion of this thesis then tlw 

plwntasnwtic ernerg('s rwc·cssarily its the rnriable bo1111dar.\ frolll \\hid1 !ht· 

reHI is insistently conlt>sled. In what follows. I ''ill look at one kind nf pointing 

(II elms 's poi11ting at \lappkthorpeJ which fun<"lions in both a r<'f'crt•11tial and 

accusatory s<'rJS{'. ttwt is. vd1id1 rl'slrains the siµ,nilied (and the domain of' tlw 
si~nifiable) prPcis!.•ly in the moment ill \'\ ltid1 tile signified is collapsed into the 

referent. 111 a se11sP. it is precisely the moment in which th<' plwntasmatic 

assumes the status of the real. that is. when th<' two bf'conw compdli11µ;l_\ 

conflntC'd. that the phantnsmatic e\etTises its pm,wr most efff'<'lhel~. 

;\ow this might seem like an increasiugl,v philosophical discussion 

for nn essay which on the surface makes som(' g-est ures tirwards thinking about 

pornography. \lapplethorpP. and fanl asy. Althouµ;h a feminist inquiry as I ''ill 
insist this pap('r S<'<'ks to criticiz<> an allt'rnative l'emi11ist theory of fantasy. 
one that is almost rnmherP explicitly theorized. but vrhkh is implicit. op<'rn·· 

the. and politically effecthe. 
In pnrtkulnr. I am com·prned then with a theor! ol' fantasy that 

informs some frminist efforts to read and. on occasion. to call for legal 
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sanctions aµ:ainst pornoµ:raph\. \nd 
fantasy that appears to inform '\e\\ Hiµ:ht e!forh 11 

artists like Hobert \Iappletlwrpe. Thl' first 
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of 
l fimcling (If 

II rcce11!h p;i ln 

the CongTess (I rn 2 788) ''hi ell sch rest ril'1 io1 l.'- on t mb of repre..;f'lll nt ions 

fundable b.\ the state \irtuall\ cites tlw \J;whinnon Dm n bill. k11m\ n <ls !lw 

\linr1r·sota anti-pornograph: bill (Title 7J. to nwhc• i!s O\\ll <'th<' uµ:ainsl 

\lappletlwrpe. 1 In a sense. it is this sorr.' clisnirsiH' dl!imwe t!ial l sPPk tu 

understand in exposing \\hat l take tu lw a c11r1lllHH t 1n of f';i111K1s\ and thP 
phantasmatic that informs both \iP\\s. But nmrc broaclh. l \\an! 111 st !hat 

certain kinds of efforts lo restril'I prnc!in:s of represer1t;1tion in I Ii opes of 

reigning in tile imaginar~. controlling Hw pll1111!ds1n;1lic. 

and proliferating the phantasnrntic in inachN!t•n! \\ii\s. inde<·d. in\\ 

contradict the intended purposes of !he restriction itself. dfort 
representations of l10moeroticism within tile fednalh fu 1d1·d art \\t 

ucinµ. 
."> tlrn I 

lo limit 
. illl 

effort to censor the phantasmatic al\Ya~ s mid onh lci!Cb to its prnd1wtion; and 

the effort to prodtwe and regnlate ii in polili< -,unc!innnl forms up 

effecting certain forms of exclusion that return. like in..,ist<·nt ghosts. to under 

mine those Yery efforb. 

So \\lwt is nwm1t by "phantasnwtic" llere'! To""·' tlu1! something is 

plwntasma!ic is not to say that it is "tmn·;!l'' or drtifici;il or dismiss;1blP :is a 

conseqw·nce. \\ielded \Yitllin polillcal discom:-.e. the real is il srntacticall~ 

regulated phantasm that has enormous pmH'r and dlicnn. Fa11til postllrcs 

as th<:> rf'al. ii establishes the real throuµJ1 a repeated and persistent posturing. 

but it a !so ('Olltain s !lie possibilit: of suspending: and interrogating I he on! ol og­

ica I claim itself. of rnic\\ing its mH1 productions. as it \Wrc. and contesting 

their claim to the real. 

krnrding to ps:dwmwl\tic tlworbls Jean I .aplm1dic and .l. B. 

Pontalis.j(mtasy constitutes a dimension 1{/"thr reul. \\!lilt the~ refer tons 

"psychic rcalit.\." ln a sense, p:-.!chic realit.\ is hen· in('lt H' ortlle real. it is tile 
senHmlic excess. tile constant \erµ:ing on idealization and absolulization that 
cl1a nH'IPrizt:s lht: rcfrrcntial function and. in particular. t Ile \\ins in \\ liid1 tlw 
plwntasnrnlit· assumes the places of the real \\ilhin an unllieorized use of 

referential lang:Wll!C'. In .focquPline Hose's terms, llw phanlasrnalic i~ also 

precise!.\ that \\hich lrnunts and contests the borders \\hid1 cirnimscribc tile 

construction of slablr id<>ntities (90). I propose to l'f'\isf' this theor: along 

Foucaultian lines to question lHn' fantasy informs politil"al discotirsf' in \\il,\S 

that often defeat !he\ purposes tn v\hich political discourse is put. \t stahe 

is 110! the plwnl asmatic cons I ruction or the ident it: of !!w pornographer and 

tile identity of the porno,graplwc. but the dissimulation of "identil) ., in fantasy 
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(its distribution and concealment). a dissimulation whi('h is I think n•µ:t1lt1rl.v 

mistmderstood by both thC' ndrncates of censorship on the poli!irnl rigll! and 
!hose feminist !IH'orisls v.t10. in their critique of pornography. propose to 

establish a logical or causal continuum among l'm1tasy. reptTS<'nlnlion. and 

action. Does fantasy, compel a phantasmatic identification with aggn•ssior1 or 

victimization? Docs it provide a motivational link bet v1ccn represf'nt atio11 and 

action? If both of' these questions an• based upon a rniscons!nwl of fontasy, 
then the arguments in fovor of censorship an' seriously \\C<tkerwd. 

ThC' ordinary language ill vd1ich the meaning of l'an!Hs_v is c1111s!i 
tut.eel misconstrm•s the· status of fantasy altof{ether. \Ye sfly, '"I han• t1 fantasy'' 

or ''this is my fon!asf' and what is prcsuppost'd is an I. 11 subjel'I \\ho has a 

fantosy as a kind of interior and \ istJal proje<'lio11 and possession ... .\nd in 111y 

fontasy." we say-. "I \'Vas sitting in the cafetC'ria and you came up to me.·· 
Already ltw "I" \\ho fantasizes is displan•d. for the "I" o<Turs HI lf'asl I win·. 11s 

the onr who "lrns" tlw rant as,v. arid t lte .. , .. wlw b i11 I he fa111 asy. indt'ed. "I 10 is 
in a sense "had" by that prior I. \\hat is the proper place of' the "!" in its 
redoubling? It is not enough to say that the .. , .. vvho reports the fantasy, \Vho 

"has" it, is somehow "real'' and the' "I" V\ ho is "in" ii is plw111 asrnal ic. for tlH· 
reporting''!'' is rPvC'aling and t'onstilttlinµ; its O\'\fl conlt>nl in and lhrou?-;h tlw 

fantasy lhal is elaborated. The narrator of the fanta.S,\ is always alrcad:.- "in" 
the fantasy. 111e ··I" both contributes to and is th<' frame•, th<' rnmpln.: nf 
perspectin-•s. th<' tempornl and grnmmalic<tl sequencing, llw parlkt1litr 

dramatic lc'mpo and conclusion that consti!tlles the \ery action of'tlw fanta.s~. 
Hence. the ''I" is dis.simulated into the entire scene, even as it app<'ars I hat the 

"I" merely watches on as an epislc>mo!ogical obst•rn·r 10 the eH·nl. 
According to l .apland1e and Pontalis, fanl<JS.\ does not entail an 

identification "ith a single position V\ilhin the fantasy: the identification is 
dislribul ed among the rnrious ckmC'nt s of the scene: ttw id<•nt ifirnlion is \\ii It 
the "you" who comes up, the "rrn··· who is sit tinµ:. but f'lll'ther. \\ilh the H·rbs 
themsclH•s. "sitting." "coming up." f'\f'll \ariously "coming" and .. up." C\Cll. 

abjeet as ii ma.v seem. the grim land.scape of cafeteria lifc> that b1•sp1•;1ks tilt• 
longing for a sudden and decisiYe erotic interrupt.ion. In an! ('WW, or ratl1t•r i11 
all of these cases.identification is mult ipk and shilling. and cm mot be nmfi11ed 

to the "me" alone. Lnplanche and Po11talis "rite: 

Fantasy is not the objccl qf dtsirf'. but its s1'lli11µ·. In fantasy !ht' 

subject does not pursw' the o/J/1't'l or its sip:n: one appears onese(f' 
cauf(ht up in the St'<JW'!U't' q/'imap:es. Om·form.~ no n·prcscntation 
t!f'lht' dt'sired ob/el'!. but is mu'.~r(lnprtsented as purtif'iprtlinµ: in 
the scene althouf!h. in tilt n1rlit•slft1rm$ ojft.mltL\V. 011t' cwuwl bf 
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as.Sif!.!lt'd any)!. red place in it 

in politi1·sj q(interpfftuti11t1.> 
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tht dw(~IT. I rrnt men I /ond 
dlll?n !11 suJ. Is a tin 

subject. ulthnugh alzru_)·s 1n j(mtwy, mr1,•: In· .'in in tl 

do;ubjec!il'i-::.ed Jr,nn. thut is to rny. If! thl' 1·1·1y rd' the 

su111ew·t in l/Utstion. ( Fonnation:- 2r1 21 

ThPre is. then. strictly sp<:>akinµ:. !lo s11bject \\hn hns ;1 lanl11s>. but 

onh ranlas.\ as the seen<:> of the s11bject's atio11 and dissimulation: 

fontasy enacts a split tin/,! or lraµ:mentation or. perhap;; better put. a multiplica­

tion or prolil'erntion of identifications that puts tl1e \en !oca1<1bilit_\ or identit:-

into question. In other \\ords. although\'\{' miµ:li! \\ to think. P\ en fa11li1si;,e. 

that there is Htl .. , .. \\IJO has Of' culti\iltt's its fontas! \\il!i "0111{' fflPi!SlllT of 

mastery and possession. that --r· is ah\iiys alreild! tmdon<:> tH pn·cisf'ly 11!;11 

'' hich it claims to master. 
\\ ithin psydwmiahtic tlwor.\. fanli1s\ i-. ll'itwll\ 1mckrslond in 

terms of \\ish-fulfillnwnt. \\herf' llw \\ish and its rullillllll'llt belong to the 

closed circuit or a polymorphous auto-eroticism. I lertcr'. se\1ml fantasies ma_\ 

e\press a longing for a scene outside the fant11s.\. but the l'<lnlils\ ah' ays lig1m•s 

tlwt outside within ils O\\fl terms. that is. il"> a nrnment inside the scene. 

effecting its f'ullillment through a staging and distrib111ing of tltP subject in 

e\ ery possibl<' position. The consequence is that although it may'' ell be sonw 

( )tber that I fantasize about. the fontasizing recasts that O!hff within Hie orbit 

of my scene. for fantasy is self-reflexive in its structun>, no matter ho\\ niuch ii 

enacts a I onging for that \Yhi d1 is outside its reach. \ml yet. the subject um not 

tw collapsed intu the subjecl--position of that f'antasy: all positions are the 

subject. CH'tl as this subject hns prolil'ernted be:~ ond recognition. In a sense. 

despite its apparent ref'l·rentialily. fantasy is always and only its 0\-'>n object of 

desire. ,\ml this is not to say thilt fantasy supplies ih ovvn thematic. but that ttw 

boundaries or the real against \\hich it is determirwd (If'(' pr<:>cisel_\ \'\hat 

beconw problemalized in fantasy. Fantasy suspends the ontological claim of 

that \\hich passes as the real under the usual description. 

Hil\\ does the relationship bct\H'E'll fantasv and autoerotidsm 

sugg:ested b! the abo\(' account provide insight in to the si~riif! ing status of the 

porno;rrnphic text? The psychoanalytic mT01mt resonates V\ ith an arlicl<:> by 

Dierdre English in .HotherJoncs from the early 80s. Contrary to the dairn that 

pornographic representation somf'hm\ leads to the action of rape by fueling 

\iolenl fantasies. her argument \\HS that most rnf'n intPrf•stNl in pornography 

\H'!'l' just benign rnasturbators for \\hom the auto-erotic rnonwnt was the be all 

and end all or se\. 
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\Yhrreas Eng-lish argued I.hat pon10graphic l'antasy subslitnted for 

action and provided for a catharsis in fantasy that made action superfluous, a 

\ery differf'nl position on font11sy has been OfH'ratin· within the anti-porno 

graphy movement mid recent \ew Hight calls for censorship. Both of ttwse 

efforts to n·strict or prohibit pornographic l'a11tasy end up irw(h<•rtrntl.\ but 
illC'\ ilnbly produdnp; and authorizin~ in their m=rn discursive action.-. predst•I,\ 

the scenes of sexual violence and agp;r-ession that they s<'<'k to censor. The 

effort to enforce a limit on fantasy Cilll only and alwil)S fail. in rwrl becat1S(' 

limits are. in a sense. what fantasy JO\ es most, \\Ital il ince.-.sm1tly themalizt·s 

and subordinates to its ovn1 aims. They foil because the wry rhetoric by which 

certain erotic ads or relntions 11rc• prohibited invariably t•rotidzes that prohibi 

t ion in the sen ice of' a fantasy. Th esp prollibitio11s of tlw crol ic an· cth\ a) s nl 

the same time. and despite themselves. the erolicization of proJ1il>ili01i. 
It would bC' mistaken to understand fantasy as a sit<' of psychic 

multiplicity subsPq11e11tly reducC'd and rf'f11sed b.Y lilt> 011st'I of H prnltibiliH· 

la\'\, as if fantasy \'\ere unproblematically before the lirn. Laµlancl1e and 
l'ontatis argue that in the mise en scene of' desire. prohibition is ahvays present 

in the very position of desire (I ocabulairc I :)ff). This posited simnllarwily of 
prohibition and desire. however. is µ;hen a d1T11lar t<•111poralit.v in Fout'ault. 
For Foucault. prohibition depends upon tnmsgressi\e fantasies. and repro·· 
duces them in order to have an object upon vvhich to art and augment it sPlf. 

Prohibition npp<>ars to prn·Nh' fantasy and to strnel11r<' it <'ss<·nliall~: this b 

part of what is meant earlkr by !he claim !lrnt fantasy designates tht:• rnnstitu­

tivc outside of the real. The moment of exclusion or prohibition produn·s and 

sustains the domain of the phantasnrntk. Tiw multiple sites through whicll the 

subject is dissimulated nre produced. then. by the regulatory discourse \\hid1 

vrnuld institute the· subjt'ct as a coherent and singular positionality. The 

"syntax .. and "sequencing" that stage the self-dissimulating subj Pct mighl 

then be reread as the specific rule-~ovcrned discourses of a given n•trnlalnr,\ 
regime. In what foJl<rws. l will altf•mpt a Foucaullian rert>ading of Laplanchc 

and Pontalis in terms of' the phm1tasnrntic production that is the I klms 

mnendment. 

The recent kµ:islati\(• <'fforts b.' Jesse Helms to put a juridical 

harness on the imaginary by forbidding federal art funds ;ippear in two forms. 

the original proposal. formulated ln July 1989. and UH' fi1wl proposal. dainwd 

as n "eompromise bill'' \\~hich passed tfw S('rwte and became la\\ in late 

September (Public Lavv lO l l :2 t ). :\llhough the bill forbids the :\;1tional 

Endo\Yment for the Arts from funding artistic projects that df'pid "obscmil,\' ... 

II I 
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the '\ational Emkmmf'nl for the I lwrnmitif':". in rit or "-.Olid;irit\. q11ickh 
\ollmtrered to adopt the bill as internal pol . Jn tlw fon11ul;1tio1 the 

bill. federal funds \H're prohibited from 1 lo Hnote. dis:-.ernirn1tc 

l!I or produce obscenf' or iruiecent nrnteriub. im'ltiding b11t no! limikd to 

depictions of sadonwsodiism. lmrnoerotid:-.m. the e\pl11i!alion of di rcn. or 

indhiduab engag('d in se\ acts: or. 11wtcri11! dtni~raft's !hr nr 
be!frfs 1i/'!he adhcl'fnls r{la particular or nun .. 1ilalicizt'd 

portions v'ere subsequentl.v deleted). In the orii4inal '"'11 llw f!dl1mi11g 

clause also appeared continuous \\ith ''!wt l just <·cl: '"or Hull den e:-.. 

ckbilses or !'('\ ilPs a person. grollp or das" of citizens on t!1e twsis rnn" 

(T<'f'd. sex. handicap. af.!:e or national origi '1 ":-;enatc .. J. Thh added clatisc 

may seem logically and lef,!;nll\ discontinuous \\i!!l l!w lorn1rT. for \\llil<' the last 

clause appears lo protf'ct cerlitin indi\ idwil;., against dd);isernent. t!w fornH'r 

clause appears to enact the \Cf'.\ ckbasemcnl tha! Ilic lil!!Pr o\\ s. B.' 

adding the last clause originally. l !elms cffectiwl\ rnnfrnmckd feminist and 

conscnathe discourses. fur the latter clm1se b nwmit to protecl indhichwls 

and groups against discrimination. The legal mmc !hilt \\mild Pstablish as 

discrimination the depiction or repn'sf'nt at ion ofrer! iii n p.ruups in subordirw lc 

or debased positions finds its precedents in tliosP legi;.,latiH' efforts inspired b_\ 

sonw anti -pornography feminists to ban represent al ions of' vvornen in "><' \ 1wll: 

debased or subordinated positions. In effect. the feminist le,:n!I effort lo include 

"repn'sentations'' or "depictions'' ;1s instances and enactrnr-n!" ofdisnimina 

lion lrn;., been ckph)_\ed b: ksse Helms to suµ.gest n leµ.al and disrnrsi\(' 

alliance ''ith anti pornography feminists. On the one liand. ne ('il!l argue that 

legislatiH' dlorts to ban ponwgraphy m'ver intended to s;mdi()!l these other 

kinds of lt:µ.al prohibitions, and vn· can even ci!ll for qualifications in those 

legislathe efforts to make sw·e that n•prest'ntations of "homoerotici;;;m" and 

"inclh ichrnl s engai!!:ed in se \ acts., escape tile censor. a ltllouµ;li de;i rl: sado­

maso\'hisl s \\otlid fore less \\ell possibh beeausr !he action ol'ihe prohibit he 

l;m resembles or mobilizes that po\\ er/ch namic most pro\imat eh ( inl cr­

esting!_\. thouµJ1. vvithoul the qualification of consrnl in.sblcd upon b_\ lib<'r 

tarian sil(lornasodtisl s ). 1 

I \\otild like to consider this alliance· brietl:- in tlH' con!P\I of a 

shared conception of repr<'sent nl ion as debasing and cliscrirninat ory ad ion. I 

\\011ld suggest that the lep:al equi\alem'(' !wt\wen repres{'nlation and action 

could not b<' es!ablisll('d \H'l'C' it not for an implicit mid sh;irpd com·eption of 

fantas: ns the causill link bPl\\Pf'n rPprcsentaliun and action. or bet\H'C!l a 

ps_\<'hic ad that remains \\ilhin llw orbit ol'a \lsual econom:-. and an t'twcled 

f<mtas: in \Yhich tllc bod.\ literall.v enters \\hut \\ils p1T\io11sh ;1 pure!_\ \isual 

ized or fanli!siZ('d scPne. I !ere tile phantasmatk construction of the real is 



cl f f e r e n e t' s 

confused \Vi!h a tempornl linkng-e b{'lwt'l'n fantasy and the real, as ifl'rn1tas\ 

could sudden!~ transnu1te into action. as if the l\\:o were separable from th~ 
start. I would argue. however. that fanlas.\ co11stitt1l<.'s ;1 ps,\('hi<' a!'fion. ilnd 

\'\hat is conjured as "phy·sical action" b~ the above causal fomtlllalion is 

precisely the condC'nsation and foreclosure of fantasy·. not that \\ltid1 follm\s 

from it. .\ct'ordingly. f'antasy furnishes tlH' psychic merdct('rminatinn of 

meaning vvhich is designated by "the- real." "Fantasf' and "tlw rc<ll" ar(' 

ahva,vs 1llrcady linked. If the phantasmatic remains in lf•nsion ''ill! the "rc;tl" 
effects it produces and then• is {.!:ood reason to tmdPrstand pornography as 

tile erotic exploitation of this lension th<'ll the "rear· 1·t·11wi11s 1wrmarwnlly 
v'ithin quotations. i.e .. "action" is suspended. or. bPtter .\<'I. pon10gn1pl1it' 

action is alv.ays suspended action. 

The anti-pornography <'ffort to impnte a <'a 11sal or I ernporal rl'lnt ion 

betvveen the phant<1snwtie and the rt>ttl mises a set of' problems. If l'<'fH't'S('flln 

lions of women insubordinate or debased posit ions assuming !'or! !Jp tlltll I w111 

that some agreement could be achieved on what that is if such rcprcscnta · 

lions are discriminatory actions, om• way to umkrstand rqn·<·st·11tation is as 

the incipient moment of an ill('\orabl<• nction. c·ontaining \\illtin itsl'!f a lt•!c 

ological principle \\llt'reby the lnmsl'or111atio11 or picttll'I" into fantasy is 

followed by the transformation of fantasy into net ion. l1y rst nblishin~ {'illls<d 

lines among rC'prt:>st•nt al ion. fantasy. and <wt ion. orH' can dfrct h <'ly aq.:1 H' I Ital 

the rep1Tsentalio11 is discrimi11alory action. l !en• llw \it'\\ that f'a111a~.\ mo!i­
rntes actio11 rules out the possibilit~ that fantas) is the 'en scene whid1 

su.~pends action and which. in its suspension, provides for a nit irnl iml'stiga 

tion of "'·hat it is tlrnt constilul{'S aclion. 
or course. the other" ay Io argue that rC'prcsentation is discrimina 

tory action is to claim that lo see a given representation <'onstit11l<'s an inj11r.\. 
that representations injure. and that viewers arP the passi' e l'('l'ipit•nt s of I !t1t1 

visual assault. Here ap:ain there is no interpret hf' lf'e\\ ay bet "H't'll the repre­

sentation. its meanings. mid its effects: they are giYen to§Z;ethPr, in one strokt· 

as it were as an instanttrneous teleology for vrhid1 tliPtT is no alternHI he. \nd 

yet. if this were true. then' could be no arwly sis of' pomography. E\ en !'rum 

within the cpist emolo~ical diseow·se that I h' or kin uses. one vrhich links 

masculinity with a~r-ncy and agµ;ressio11. aud femininity with passhit.v mid 

injury. her argument defeats itself: no inlNprcliH' possibililif's coti!d bt• 
opened up b~ the pornog-raphic !t•xt. for no interpretive distance could be 

taken from its ostensibl v i11jt11'io11s dfr<'I s: and the muted. passive. and injured 

stam~f:' of thf' woman vi<.'\\ er would effecti\ dy prC'dude n nitkal 1m11hsis of'its 

structure and place V\ilhin the field of social pmH't'. 

II 3 
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The shift from an epistcmolol!ical framevvork to orH' \\hich lakes 

the pornographic text ns a site of multiple siµ;nifkations a!lmvs us to read 

lh\Orkin's move differentl,v. The dairn that the text pennits of a single inter­

pn•talion is itself' a constrnction of the pomogrnphir text as a site of uni vocal 
meaning: if pornography is a textualized fnntnsy of dissimulated and unstable• 
identifications. then the l'faim that pornography c•nfort't'S a forpclosure of I he 

text's possible readings is itself the forcible act b.\ \vhkh that foreclosure is 

effected. 
The reason why representations do not jump off th<' paµ:<' to dub us 

over the head. alttwugh sornetimes w<' fontasiz(' predsely that. ls that even 

pornogrnphic representations as textualized fantasy do not suppl,v a single 

point of identification for their viewers. vvhethcr presumed to be stnbilized in 
subject-positions of male or female. Indeed. the postul<1tion or a sinµJe identifi­

catory acel'SS to the represent a lion is predsely what stabilizes µ;ender identity; 

the possibility of a cross-identification spells a kind of gender trouble that the 
anti-pornography analysis fully suppresses. In point of fact. it mny \veil be more 
frightening to acknowledge an identifi<'ation vvith Hw one who debases than 
'.vi th the one who is debased or perlwps 110 !ongn t.o have a dear sense of the 

gender position of either; hence. the insistence that the picture enforces an 

identification vvith victimization might be understood not only as a refusal to 
identify - evc>n in fantasy with aggression, but, further. as a displacenw11t of 

that refused aggression onto the picture vvh!ch then as a lransferential object 

of sorts - takes on a personified status as an active agent that abuses its passive 
vie\Y<:'r (or which stands in for the phantasmatic figure of "patriarchy" itself). 

Indeed, if pornography is to be 11nd<>rstood as fant.as;-,. as anti ·pornography 
act iYisls almost invariably insist. then the c.•ffecl of pornography is not to force 
women to identify \Vith a subordinate or debased position. but to prmide the 
opportunity to identify with the entire scene of debasement. ag<'nts and recip­
ients alike, \\hen and if those "posit.ions" are dearly disccrnnble in the actions 

and landscapes of masturbatory scenes of triumph and humiliation. A feminist 
critic like Ihrnrkiu has shovvn us the importance of pornographic material in its 

status as social text which facilitates certain kinds of r<'adings of domination. 

And yet, th{' pornographic fantasy does not restrict identification to any one 

position. um! Dworki11. in her elaborate textual exegesis, paradoxically shows 

us hov' her form of interpretiYe mastery can be derived from a 'iewing which. 
in her own view. is supposed to restrict her to a position of rnute and passive 
injur.v. Thr- lop;ic of {'pistt'mologica! del{'rminism that stabilizes "nwsculine'' 

and "feminine'' within a frame of unilateral oppression is subject lo a logical 

re\ersal \\llid1 calls that frame into question: if the pornographic representa­
tion is someone else's fantasy. that of "mC'n" - broadly and ambiguously 
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rnnstrncd illld if "llJC' \\Ol1liltl \iP\Wr" b the injurcd-objf'ct of !hill fanli!S\ 

i unwcl-ac! ion. I l wn '' omf'n a re by her df'finilion !lf'H'r agents of pornograph.i(' 

fan!ds\. Tile \Cn possibility of idcnlil\ing in fantasy with ;1 ddJ<tscd position 

requires an actiH' and persislt'nl foreclosure of other possible idenlilicnlions. 

I knee. "pnssi\il.\ .. becomes a pri vilegcd mode of idenl ificat ion n ltid1 req11in·s 

the collapsP nnd consolidation of nrnltipk sitf's of id{'nlification info orw. 

\question lo rnise here would be. is it t'\C!l possibl<• lo do lhP kind 

or rcilCling lllat Dnorkin does. that imohes ;1 retelling and rqwlition of t!w 

ponwgrnpllic seem' \Villwut rnaking use of pr<'cisf'ly llw rnriablc identificn 

lions tlrnt the pornographic fontasy itself occasions'.1 From \\hat soutTt' does 

Dnorkin's reading dnm its onn strenp:lh and maslen if not t!Jrouµ;h ;m 

idenlilh-;l!ion and redeployment of tile \cry rcpresrntation of aggression that 

she abhors? In other nords. does the identilicalor_\ prn<'css that hn o\\ll 

reading requires elff'ctin:ly rerute the llienn of ickntifirntion th;it slw npli 

cit!.' holds'.) 

Prohibitions \\Ork both to gemTi!le ;md to restrict tlw themati<'s of 

fontasy. In ils productioll. fantnsy is as mucl1 conditioned as ('ot1slrnined t)\ tlw 

prohibit ions I Ila t a ppe;u· to arrh f' onl) ;!fl er nmtasv has start cd to pla.\ itsclfout 

in the field of "representations.'' In this sense. \lttpplethoqw's prod1wtion 

miticipates tile prohibition that will be \isited upon it; and !hat anticipation of 

disapprobation is in pHrl \\llil! generates the represi·ntations tlH·mscl\t>s. lf'it 

\\ill become clear that Helms requires \!appletllorpt'. it S<'Pms onl,\ right lo 

admit in achance that \Jiipplethorpe requires I klms i!S \YdL This is not to s;n 

that \lapplethorpe knew before lie died that Helms \rnuld ilppt•ar \\ill! 

amendment in hand. or that \1applelhorpe should h;ne knmrn better. ( ln tlw 

contrary: Helms operates as the pnTnndition of \lapplet!torpe·s enlnprist>. 

and \lappktlwrpe attempts to subH~rt that generati\P prollibilion ln. ilS ii 

were. becoming the exemplary fulfillment of its ('onslituth<' sf'\twl \\isli. 
Dworkin's call for sanctions cm1 be read similarly ils n n·t·rncrg{'!l<'t' 

of precisely !he prohibition which occasioned and produced the pornographic 

material itself. In this sense. thf' pornographic le\! mobilizf's nnd prodlll'CS both 

the positiorrnlit.v of victimization mid that of U1e critical agenc:i that ;1!1<'nds lo 

that, ictimization. The te\l encodes and presupposes prPcist'l\ the prol1ibition 

\\hich will later impose itself' as if it \\ere e\lenwlly related to the te\! itself. 

The ambiguous temporal e:xchm1p:e bet\\een fantasv and its prohi 

bition which cornf's first? can be read in those positions. like lh\Orkin's. 

which assert at the same time not only that certain fantasies are "of'' force or 

violence. b11f an'jin'Cibly imposed b.\ certain kinds of represf'ntations. In this 

sense. the ostensible content oflhe reprC'sf'ntation and its rlwtorical force arc 

conflated and exchangt>d. 
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Something similar happens I think within the Yery amendment that 
ltelrns formulates. The amendment prohibits three kinds of nctivities. "pro­
moting. disseminating. and/or producing obscew.· or indf•cent materials." and 

then goes on tu stat<' sonw of v1.hat will be included under that categor,\. 
Si:,.::nifieanlly. the language reads. "including·. but not limited tu ... "and then 

offers its list. '"Including. but not limited to'' is a phrase that invitf's rnnsena 
the judicial activism and presmnes that thf' kinds of dPpiclions to be deprhed 
of federal r1111ding hme the possibility lo spread. "to disseminate ..... like a 

disease perhaps'? like AIDS. from vvhich \lappletlwrpe himself died'? ll1e 

presumption that the obscene and the pornographic have a \vay of ~f·lting out 
of hand is confirrned repeatedly .in this fateful sentencf': "lnd11di11g. but not 
limited to depictions of sadomasochism. homoeroticism .. : here ho111oerot idsrn 

is not distinct from lrnmosexuality. but considered a more indush c category: 
indeed. it prmidcs for representations that depict homosPxtrnlity both explic 
itly and implicitly; hence. evC'n the mianet' ofhornos<>xttalily is a sil.e of dangt~r 

(one might well vrnnder whether Plato's Symposium \Vould recPiH' funding 
under the guidelines now adopted by the \ational t:ndowrncnt for tlw Arts and 

the \ational Endovvment for the Humanities). Rut kl us r<>tum tot lw progr<·s­
sion of' this s<'ntence. for the "including but not limitt•d to" established a 

detenninale juridical object mid an indeterminate one as"' ell. and this rhythm 
repeats itself throughout the sentence. Sadomasochism is presumed to be 
ckarly and collectivf'ly identifiable in its distinction from other sorts of sexual 

aclhitif's. but "hornoerolidsm" is. I take it. H term that cmwedcs tile indeter­
minat.e status of this sexuality. for ii is not simply the acts that qualify as 
homosexual under the la\'\, but the ethos. the spreading power of this sexuality. 

\'\hid1 must also bt• rooted out. 
"The exploitation of' childn:n'' comes nexL at \\hieh point I begin to 

\\ondt>r: what reasons are there for grouping these three categories together? 

Do they· lead to each other. as if the breaking of one taboo necessitates a virtual 
riot of penersion? Or is there. implidt in the sf•quendng and syntax of this 
!<·gal texl. a ligure of' the homosexw1I. apparently male. \\ho practices sado-

1nasocl1ism and preys on young boys. or who practices sadomasochism with 
,voung boys, a homosexuality \Yhid1 is perhaps defim'd as sadorrrnsochism and 

the· exploitation ofd1ildren? Perhaps this is an effort toddirH' reslri<'li\ely the 
S('\IHtl PxploilPr ol'children as the sadomasod1islic male hornosexual in order. 

quite com enienll). lo locate the source of' child sexual abuse outside the hom<'. 
safqnwrding the family as th<:' u111·(•g11lated sexual propPrly of the fatht>r?1 On 
(HIP le\ Pl. th(• ligure of such a homosexual is i\lappldhorpe V\ llom !he 

11 ashinµ:/011 Post describes as produd11~ "photop;raphs. some of \I\ hich are 
homo-erotic or sado-masochistk. and some that show children exposing 
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themselws" \''Obsccnit.Y"). \nd .\TL the li;,;rn·p of' \l;1pplctliorp<' is nln•mh ;1 

s!and·in for the figure of tile IHlllHlSP\t!iil nrnle. so tlwl lh{' fi!rµ:i-1i.-,ii1TprTS(.'t1 

ta Ii on of ho1 nosc \ ua I it> whi ('h. ill'( ·ord inµ.: to! he repn • sPnt a Ii ona I II won I kl! 1 h 

presumes. is in some sense tlw !Jornose\u;d //i111st'IL 

lf!he legal s!alute relks on !hi'> fiµ:11re oltlw milk l1omo..,f'\lldl. 1lwn 

rwrlrnps lllf' leµal slaiule can be 11nderslood ilS its O\\fl l,ind nl f'<illlii'>\. Tlw 

"subject·· nf luntas.\. according to l ,;1plillwhc und Pont;llis. is dissim11l;1!cd in 

tlw s~11la\ orthe scene. This Ian contains as the tacit .... 1rnct11rc ofi!s ('lliptic11I 

s_\lltil\ a fiµ:ure of homose\wtlil) \\hose lig11rinµ:s. \\liosP .. n·pn·s«11l;ilio11S:' 

are to!)(' forbidden. In other \HH'ds. this is ii liµ:im• \\hi) can 0111.\ !w fl!;:rnTd b\ 

I !elms. \\ho belongs to him. as it \\Cn'. i!fld \\ho \\ill !w forbidden lo f'ig1m' 

anything or an: one in return. ls this a figur(' that the la\\ contri\l's in order lo 

prnllibit. or pt:Thaps. prohibits in orc!Pr to prodtl<'<' linw ;111d ilfuli11 rnr it-., 

own ... satisfaction? ls this a production ofa figt11T Iha! ii ilsdf'rn1ll;m-; from 

production. it Yd1ement and public \\H,\ of dnrninµ: i11!n pt1bli(' ;l!lc11li11n !lie 

\er~ figure that is supposed to be bamwd from public a11t·11lirn1 ;111(! p11blit' 

funds'.1 \\ !Jat ldnd of SitdOllli!Sol'his!ic pPrfOrtlliHH'I' is IJ1is !It iii hrillg'> i11!11 

plwnt;ismatic relief the\ en object tllal ii s<>eb 1o subordinate. n•\ ilc. dcb;1"1" 

and dcnigrnte'.' Is this not. parado\kall,\. a p11blic lloµ.:ginµ.: and dcliascnwnl 11! 

the homose\ual !ha! is final!.\ m•rTopllilic ns \Wll. rn11"ideri11µ. the f;wl t!J;I! 

\lapplethorp<'. who is made to stand for homoS('\ll<dit.\ in genpr;il, is lrnl 

recently deild from ·\ID:-\? 

In a senst:'. the Helms ;mwndnH'lll in its li11;1! form rnn be n·11d ;i-., 

predscly the kind of pornographic P\('!Tis<' tlrnl ii S('\'k.., to 1Tnrnirw1'. 

·\ccording to tllC' logk \Yhid1 \\ould idcntif\ represenlnlions \\ilh inj11rio1!'> 
acts. Jlelms's mnendnwnt ought to be understood as an iniur.\ against !hos(' 

\\horn it demeans throtiidl its depiction. \ccording to its m\11 logit". l f(·lms'o., 

amendment should then prohibit itsclfrrom becomillf!,' la\\. \lt lirnigh a\\ 11rickr 

ful turn of Uw screvv to contemplalc, it is not lirwlh Ille Mgrn11c11t;1t \(' la('fil' 

that I \\otlld promote. The phanl;isnwtic construction of Ilic l1t>1llOS('\Wil in 

l lf'lms's terms is not unlike tile plwnlasmatic constnwtion of n nnwn in porno 

gra phy. bt it in eac!J case. the question needs lo be asked. al \\hat i 111wt1 in· d 1 w" 

that pllantasmatic construction rnll its O\\ll ontological daim into questioll. 

reve<il its O\\ll lt:nuousnc•ss. confess its mrn impossibilil\ '.i Tlwr£' i.'-' no doubt 

that Helms's fanti1S\ of homosexualit: takes pli!Ct' \\itllin the S('('!I{' or child 

rnolestation and sadomasodiism: let us remember that !his is his fm1t11:-.\, 

though sure!) not his alone. Consider th11t tlw stnbilil,\ of the h11mose\u;d rc;d 
HS a social signillca!ion is uhia\s negotiated through font HS\: lo point ill 

\lappldllorp("s representations ;is tile graphic urtirnlation llf' liorn1lS('\t1;tli!\ 

soi-rnfmc. is a state·sa11dioned pointing (both a relcrring lllld ii restrainillf!) 
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which em'ctiwl.v produces and stabilizes the homosexual real: in other vrnrds. 

ii is a synlacticall,v regulated phantasmatic production \Yhich assumes and 

preempts the claim of the real. 
Ilelms not only extends those lc•µ:al precedents that categorize 

ho111os('Xt1ality as obscenity. but. rather. authorizes and orchestrates through 

those legal statutes a restriction of the \Cr~.- terms by vvhkh homosexuality is 

culturally defined. One interpretation could clairn thnt this tactic is simply an 

oc<·asion for llelms lo assault the gay male artistic commtmil.i. or gily men 

gerwrally. as ·well as the sexual practices phantasnrntically imposed upon 

them. The political response is then to develop a political resistance to this 

move by simply rernrsin~ the ar~mnent, clniming that gay men are nol as he 
says. that Mapplethorpe is mor<' significant and more properly artistic. It is not 
mPrf'ly that Helms characterizes l101nosexuality unfairly, but that he con­
structs homosexuality itself through a set of exclusions thnt call to be politically 
intcrro1?:ated. 

One effect of this law. then, is to circumscribe the inwp;inability of 
homosexuality: in t"xdiange for the variety of ''representations" produced by 

\lapplethorpe and "others like him." there is only one representation that is 

now sanctioned. the one that is articulately' prohibited by Helms's law. Homo-· 

sexuality b('Conws thinkable ouly as the forbidden and sadomasochistic 

exchange between intergenerational male partners. This prohibition is thus a 

production. one that takes place through reductive and exclusionary principles 

that regulute the thinkability or irnaginabilily of homosexuality itself. In a 
sense, lesbian sexuality is not even thought of as the forbidden. for to bC" 

forbidden is stil1 to be produced as a prohibited or censored object: whereas 

male l10mos<>x11ality is thought as the forbidden. lesbian sexualily cannot even 

ent<>r into the parameters of thought ils<>lf: lesbianism is here the phantasm of 

the phantasm. It would be naive. however. to assume that the I !elms amend­

ment. though phantasmatically obsessed with men. vvould not be deployed 

against d<•pktions of fNnale homoerotidsm,5 and thnt anyone in academics 

and in thl' arts who wishes lo study representations of homosexuality or 

homoeroticisn1 in the history of literature. in history. in popular culture. in 

sexolo(!:y. in psychoanalysis. or even in the lavv, as Jam doing novv, vvill likewisP 

no\'\ be ruled out of' \EA and \EH funding. 
Hy focusing on the homoeroticism of the photographs, the anxiety 

o\'er interracial homo- and hetero- sexual exchange is contained and pennan­

ently deferred. The naked Black men characterized by Mapplethorpe engage 

a certain rads! romanticism of Hlack men's excessive physicality and sexual 

readiness. their photographic currency as a sexual sign. Perhaps the most 

olf enshe dimension of l\Japplethorpe 's work, it is never that \.vhich is explicitly 
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rwnwd as the offense by Helms: the fear ofmis('<'g·enution op('rates !a('itl,\ here 
as VH'IL dism owed, contained, and deferred b,\ I he st at ('d spec( n· of "lrnrno 
eroticbm" or the g-enernlized possibilit,v of "indhidunls <'lli-!il,!!,<'d in se\ ;wt...." 

In a paradoxical alliance \'\ith Dworkin. I am \\Tiling lwrT in oppo'-i 
!ion to what I lake to be \iolrnt and \iolating rqwescntations: \\llilt I !elms 
performs v\ith the help of' '.\lacKin11011/Dworkin is a kind of n·pn·spntiilional 
violence. Bt1! whf'reas D\Yorkin would cmmler this \iolenl reduction n itll a c;1ll 
for censorship. that is a restriction which can ortly displace and rt'rrn1tc tlw 
\iolrnce it seeks to forestall. If prohibitions imariab!y prodtu't' 111ul 1w11l(kmt1· 
the representatiom. that they seek to rnntrol. tl1c11 the polilif'11l tu:-.k i.'> to 
promote a proliferation of representations. sites of disrnrsh c prod1wtinn. \\ hid1 
might then rnntest the authoritathe prod1l<'tion prodt1('C'd b\ tlw prol!ibiliw 
l;rn. This kind of' preemptive exclllsion is enncted in tl1e nanw of ii prohibit ion 
that seeks to end the ostensibl> injt1riot1s po\\er of'represent;itinn: <111d .wt. thi:-. 
prnhibition can nork only through prnd1H'ing urn! prolif'ernting pn·cb(·l.\ tlw 
kind of reductire and plwntasmatic representations th;tl it st•cks to fon·stall. 

In the JJislor:r ql Se,nw!ity: I ol1111u· I. Fourn1ilt ;1rgrn·s for the 
pnnisional political eflicacy of a "rt'\erse-discoursc" th;!l is i11wherl!'ntl.\ 
mobilized by the \ery regulatory structures that \\otllcl remkr tlwt rt'\('l'Sid 

impossible. The e\ample lw uses is, not coinridl'ntall.\. that of "lwrnn 
sexuality·." The juridical discourse ol't!H' medico-legal alli a nee at I he Pnd oft lie 
nineteenth century. he argues. seeks to establish homo..,,cxwilit! as it medical 
category and to instil ute homosexuality as a kind of identit.\ .1i For! 11it ousl_\. 1 lw 
institution of the category of homosc\uality prm ides a dis<·ursiH' silt' for th<' 
homosexual resistance lo its patlwlogization: hPnce. hornos<'\tlilb nmY !iii\<' 

the discurshe occasion to resi12:r1i(\ and Yalorize the term:-. of Ilia! idrnti!.\ and 
to orgm1ize against the medico-juridical alliance. Foucault's anahsis pre.sup 
poses that the discurshe life of such identity catt'gories ahrnys <'X<'t'Pds tile 
purposes to which the) are originally put: in this sPns<'. Fo11c;111lt reapprn 
priates '\ietzsche's notion of a "sign-chain" in \\hich tlw origin;d purposes lo 

which a discursi\ e sip1 is dPvised are rC'H'rsed and proliferated throughout tlw 
history of its usages [hence. also the necessity of a "gme;ilog,\ ·· Io trace th<' 
meanderings of such terms. rnther than a unilinear "hi.-.tor.> 'l Tlw \er.\ 
uncontrollability of discourse. its penchant for s11pcrsedin,g illld n'H'rsing Ilic 
p1irpos(•s for which it is instrumentally deployPd. provides for tile possibility. if 
not the necessity. of regt!latory regimes producing llH' 'en terms b: n!Jidi 
their purposes a re undermined. 

Although Foucault points to "hornose\ualit.\" 11s subjf'cl to ;1 

"re\erse-discourse," that is. a reappropriatinn and resignitirntion. it is dear 
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thnt !'or "re\ ersal" to become pulitirall.\ n;z;. must r. b\ 

"proliferation." \\here what is proliferated i.-, not the self' 

homose\uality. but. rather. a set ofligurTs 

fait!Jfull_\. In other \\ords. ii is not enough to I'\< 

v'lwn:by tlH' µ:roup consolidated by the term "homnse\.1 tlwt 

matter. "feminism." tries to control tl1e meaning of that tnm: "! ;i l<wli(' 

could onl: replace H neµ:athel; signified identit.\ tern \\llh ll ('qu;ilh rt'duc­

th e. but positively siµ:nif1ed identit.' term. Jn oppositi1 In he pn ion of 

.\lapplPthorpe and hb figurf's and to the homophobic r;itioll ol \l"ppk-

thoqw. /CT l / 1 in ~an Francisco produced and distrilrnted 11 \\ iltTil \ of 

.\lappletllorpe plwtoµ:raphs as posters which \·ounsell'd gu.\ mr-11 on :-.;lie "><'\ 

prnc!in•s. The rPsistunce to I !elm.;. cannot the rPgul;1ton produl'lion of ;1 

singular or unilkd fi12:w-e of llornose\wdil!. lor t 1ration < n ;11\\;i_\-., and 

onlv suppn•ss the proliferation of 11011 identicnl '>Ptndll!ic ..,ii(·:-. 1mo-

s1:\ualily that punctuate tile cont<•mporan disn1rsi\P field. \l!lirn "'prolif 

crn!ior1" is o!len und1:rstood e\clusi\el.\ as the dq)()liticizin;.:: f'llcct ol lute 

t·apitalism. ii is also precise!_\ tile possihilitv of deplO\ 

domain of discurshe e>.ccss produced b.\ the idcn!il_\ 

politic;dl_\ Iha! 

at llw center 

of a n'H'rsc-discourse. The singular and aul!writatiH' hornopl11 1ration 

of'!wrnosn 1w lit:. \\ hid1 \\or ks thrrn 1gh the \ iolence of a S.\ n! -., (a 11 l!H .' nwn 

are "\'") and an erasure of multiple cultural fornwtio11s of m1bms aud 

\\hi di defers and contains racist rrotic fears. cannot be oppo:-.r·d 1.H rTrn11inin~ 

\\i!hin the terms onlrnt birrnry light. but by displacing the binan itsclrthrough 

prodtwing ag;iin and again precisely the discursiH' wu·11nlr1Jl!a/Jilily of the 

terms tl!i1t ;1re suppn•ssPd b.' regulatory \iole!l('<'. 

In 11 sense. I hme been urguing some \CT\ dillen·nt points. 

l'm1tasy and Uw pllanl;1.-;matic as a point or critinll depart!ll'{'. fiwd 

subject-position of "\\omen·· functions V\ithin 1he tenlinisl discottrsf' in farnr of 

f'<>llsHrship (IS a phantasm that suppresses multiple and op('n possibilities !or 

identitkation. ii phantasm. in other words. tllitl refuses its mrn possibilities (IS 

!'ant throtigh its selr-s1<1bilization ;1s !lie real. Ff'rninist tlwor_'> and politics 

t't!llllOI r\'µ;ttlillf' tlw representiltion of "\\omen" V\itl1out producing tlwt \Cf'\ 

"repn·se11li1tion": and if that is in sonw sense ;1 disciirsin• irH·\itabilil\ of' 

repn'sc11t;1tional politics. then the tilsk must be lo safegwlt'd tile open prodm·­

li\ it\ ol those cat<>gories. '' lrnteH'r tile risk. 

\s I lime triL'cl to aqwe else\\here (Gender). f'H'r\ cksniptiun of 

tile"\\(' .. \\ill alwa.\sdomorethandescribe: ii \\ill ('Onstit11te mid co11s1rnct nn 

nan unit.\ and contrh ed totality. a phmitasrnatic ideal. \rhich makes the 

"representabil of the \W into a permam·nt irnpossibilit.\. Tllis miµ:hl be 

tl!1der.;,tood linguisticall) <1s tlw inevitable performati\ity of the representH 
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liorw! dairn: lhP cate~ories of identity insl11lt' or bring into "the real" the wr.\ 
phe11onwnon that they claim to 11m11e 011!.\ ant>r llw liwt. This is not ii simple 
perforn1ath e, but one V>hich op<'rates throug;h excl11siornll'.v opcrntions thnt 
come back lo haunt the H'I'.\ daini of represent ability that ii st•<'b to mak1· 

'I11e If elms ame11drnent recnforres the catqmry of id cul ii.\ as a silt• 

of political crisis: who and what V'lields the pm\CI' to define the homost'\Ual 
!'(';ti? This kind of crisis has been produced HS \\Pll b.\ tilt> anti pontof.{raphv 
discourse: \\hat is tht' figure of "vrnmen" to whif'h it objects. mid th(' figtm· or 
"\\ompn'' in tht:> name of \\horn the objection is articula!Pd? !Im' doc~ tlw 

analysis of pornography delimit in advance !hf' terms of identit.\ lo lw 
contested? :'vly recommendation is not to sol\ P this crisis of identity politics, b11t 
to proliferate and intensify this crisis. This foilure to master the fo1md;1tiorrnl 
identity categories offcminisrn or gay politics is a politi<·•tl rwct>ssity. a litilt11·t· 

to bP safegwl!'dl'd for political reasons.; The task is not lo resol\e 11r n·st rain 
tlw tension. the crisis. lhP phantasmali<' ('xccss induced b) tlw lt'rlll. but to 
aflirm identity categories as a site of i11e\itable rinini!c in which the phantas­
matic fails to preempt the linguistic prerogatiw ort!w real. It is Iii<' irn·immwn 
st1rability of the phantasmatir and the real that requires ;ti this polili1'lil 

juncture to br safeguarded: the task. then, is to make that rill. that in~istt·nt 
rilling. into the persislt•nt 1.v ungrounded µ:round from which feminist discourse 
eniergcs. 

In other words. it is important lo risk losing control or ttw \\tt.\s in 
\\hich the categories of vn.1me11 and liomose\tialily art' n•pn•senli>d. ('\<'fl in 

legal terms. to safeguard the uncontrollability of the sipiitied. ln rn~ 'ic''. it is 
in the vPry prolif'ernlion and dcrqi;ulation of such reprC'sC'ntations · in the 
production of a ehaotit' m11lt iplidt y or represenlal ions that tlw a11t horit v mid 
p1·cvalencc· oflhe reductive <md \iolcnt inrng<'t',\ prndtw<·d b.' .f('ss(• I klrns nnd 
other poruographic industries nil! lose their monopol.v 011 llw oi1!olo?!ical 

indicator. the power to define and restrict the trrms of political id<•ntity. 

I 1!u111k hari11 f.'11pe, f?ulh l.1'.1·'· 1111!1 lt;/J' \111111k111n1)i11· hdp1nµ 111r 111 t/1111/., 1lm111µ/i t/11, 1 "'I.\. 

J l IJ ITH ll t TL E fl is :\ssodale Profrs,,or in the H1m1;rnilie" Centt·r al John" H<>pki1b I ni 1 n~H\. 
fif'I' nwst recent book is !,rndcr Truublr: Fonirusm und /he .'u/J1·rnio11 qi hfr11t1t1· 1 :\t'\\ )nrk: 

Hnutled!("t'. 1990). 

In the original wr~ion of t!w lldrn-. 
anwndnwnt. an m1ti-discriminatinn 
dansr \YilS addrd to an ob-.crni1:­
da11sl'. In a s1'rN» tlw l ldnt' bill 
1rnitati•s th<' \1c11·l\.i1mon/I h\urkin 
slrnlt'f"..\ to rt>striel or een~or 

pomo,!!rnphirnl rn<th•riilb 1hrnud1 1 it l 
brnaclPrtin;.; 11b:-.1·1·nil\ '!illilh'' and 1 h1 
l''tahli,hin;:r p(lrno;rr;1phY ;1" ;111 

in!'fi!IH'f' nl rli.~crimina!inn on !hr bil'i' 

of.'"'· 111 tlw ori;drial \Pr,1<111 nf !llf' 
I IPIJll'; illllt'Hd!lH"ll!' llw ln!IHI\ in~ 
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dalJ',P !IH· kimb ,,f 

111 b<' t'\<fodvd lr11m kckr,,I 
··th:d dt·ni;.!J'dte ..... det)t1.._,e,,, \)r 

p1·r,n11. µr .. 11p. ""'la." "f' i1i11"1h ''ll 

liw b1h1' 11! nwc. '"\ 
aµe or n11tion1il "ri<!i11.· I !"!'I' I lclrn' 

di!'>tTi1niniili,,11. In;; 

delPled '"ct ion. it iipp1'1Ji"' ikd h1· 

\\;ltltPd I" 1'\l«ml 1!w \l;i, f\111111111 

fonrnilat1011 in "1.-h !!11il 

n111tt•ri1Jl, otTen,i\<' lo 111emb1·r,' 

1'('riilill rt·!i,;,,:ii11h' 11u!d n!-..11 be 

!'(lfl-,l!'lli'rJ 11' di'1Tll11illiillll"\ ilcllOll' 

In il!I 11ml'ndnwnt !11 Ti Iii· , . ( 

I 'iB llw \linnP;1p11ii' i"mlt· ,,j 

ordin;11111·, 1 ;: )i-1-i. I )01, di-i rirnin<!IH111 

011 !Iii' b;i'h ,,r ,.,,.\ j, 'ilid lo iri.-lud1· 

.. ,,.\11111 li;irn,,nw111 1111d 

porn• .. , 111 <111 1111·l11dul 'Pf'' 1<11 

fi11di11µ:. tiw ;1tm•ml11w1J1 r1·ads i11 p;irl; 

h .i ~\ sh·n1ati( pracfli,'f' 

of l'\plnil11lio11 il!ld '11bnrdi1111lin11 

ba,cd !ill 'I'\ \\ hwh 

h11r111' \\011w11. Thi' harm irwli1di·' 

dd1w1111ni1<1tioll. Si'\t1ill i•\ploii;1ti1111. 

ph\skal i11i1Jn. i11tin1id;llio11. a11d 

lllf1·rioril \ pr('Wllt•·d "' 
e11tntai111m'111 . lrtJ rniw 

b;itl('f'\ mid pr11"tit11tinn 
ck!J1wd ;1, tlw 

"i-!l'ilfJhk ('\pli•it 

s11bordi11<1tio11 of \\0111cn": !Ins plir11'->i' 

\\ill tw !'t"\\nrkPd '->iiµ:htl1 b\ ilw I !1·1iw. 

iHJlClldilH'lll. 

··J l111nrn·ro!if"bl!I .... ;1d11m1"odlism 1111d 

1-J;iJd f!Jnif''->id!f!lil" ii'> l\(•jj (IS 

"'it1d11id11,d' Cll;l'.dµ:1·d 111 'l'\ il<"h": ill 

the \1i111w<1pnli.' 1·1;dt", "obscenp" is 

giw11 the l'ollm\111µ- l(',!.!ill ddirnti•>ll: 1i) 

Tlii!t the d\1'1'il<!I' 1wrsnn. 111µ: 

1·1>11lt"mp11rar_> 1·0111murnt_, st;1nd;1rds. 

\\<llild !ind th;it ilw \\orh. t;1ke11 ii' a 

\\holr'. ;1ppe;1h 111 the pniri1·111 i11t1·n·st 

i11 '''\ oftiw ;11n;1g1· P'"l'~on: ti11 lfo1t 

t!w \Wrh depir·h or dc,nibP•;, i11 a 

p;itcntl_, ofli·n-iH' 111;irnwr. s1'\1lill 

1·u11d1wl '->fll'l"ilir.;dh dcfowd b\ th1· 

dil!JS{' !bi: I• LllM' ·•!J" illl'llld(''-, ,!ldi 

2 

The Force of 

rrpr/'"f't;ff ;1urtu·r11111r/ n !ti ,1fn1 'riff\ 

(/U'. dun'- Int tl1r" fr,\ /f/ff, jl-f"r11 f;r.., 

fl/fJr I 

/!iii !1 

(oir;..,/ fj!tr J:rr • /Jitf! rn r!tJ!il /1u1;uur~ 

/Jt'(•.r!d tfut1,\ Ir fnrtfu:·fff(. if -,,u;rl fh'fi/ 

"ig11i1i.-;,11!1\. llll' di'l!f"llli!lill ,,, ,,j 

ori-.n·11il\ iii I .'>. l.11\ liw ,1d1n1I 

ol 11b,l"P!lil I 'ldlilli'' Ill jq-, I i!llllo'I 

ah\a_\' 11pp1·,il1·d lo •1!llP1!1pi11·11n 

.. 1,md;,nh ... ;i tl!;il i.' 



f f f' I 1' II r 

"'t'll iri th!' '\ lmnr.1pnii.-. illld 
•ll"d!lliHl<'t.'' itlld l\litd! 

·-riwr.::r·d iri II•" 1'"1·1•11t 1·u11lrm('l'Stt'" 

o\('j !lit• \ldpplethurµe "hnw in 
4 11w11111.ili ruurb. ·nit· \bddnnnn 
t,idit l1a-, l.Jt·1·J1. it s('r'ms. In !'Xtf'nd the 

:-.1a111tf's hy 111rlud1111" 
pon1ni:T;1pln ih part o!' '>('\ 

rl1,i-nim11;1111111. l'h1· dk•·t .. r e.\leudiug 
;mt! d1-. r1111111;ilio11 ;,latult'.., b not 1mh 

( l '" d!\\'r,H\ ll!t' lt•;:al lactic" . 
lhrt_>Ud1 1\lrid1 lltl' pulalin• inj11ril's of 

µnnl<!l!THpln t'illl DP r('drt·s;.pr:J tn· 
c'labl!,hm,z st'\ rli'>nnrnn;ition <1-_, .i 

•wp;ir;ill' h;1'1'> lnr cnmplainl. b11t (b) lo 
iii-urr· llhlt ill(· ;rnti-ponH1;:r;;pli_1 
'!dlllf P, it!'!' 1iot itpplied dilkreu!lalh 
il/..'.;li11 ... t pn•ledt'<l 1rr11up" lihP 
iHJllltJ;,('\Udls. f!t•f!ct•, the <ttlti· 

di,niniinatron d;1use in th(' 
\lirm1·afH•ft, hill ,,tntrs clrarl\ !hilt 
'«1!ted1on<1I prd{•rr·nn• .. i." p;·ot1•t·trd 
ilgdill'I dhcrirn11wtio11, and ewn ,gn<·s 
'" f,1r ilS lo pnil.P<'! .. !f'il!ISSP\tlrth" 

111.:.aiust db1Tirnl11atiu1J \ ia 
ponmi.;rap!n. 

·nw ;111IHli'l'rn11i11atio11 sliilllte iilso 
c<m be ttnder~tood to prm ide a ft>gal 
safe;:uard a;:ainst tile im ucation of' tlw 
nbsn·ni!I slat Ult' fur tfo .. crirnitiator.1 
pnrpnsrs. Insofar as t!lf' ob see nil~ 
st;i111te 'if'f'KS rccnurs(' tn "n1mn1tmit~ 

'>ldtHlill'd," 1vhirll wnnld almost always 
t iUH.I pr+'st'11!1,1 i11 ( :irwirrnflli) c11lminiltr 
ill the judµ:eine11t that ;1m iHld all 
rt'fJ!'t'St'JtlH titlll~ uf homost' \ 11a Ii I) or 
h1Jmm•roticiM11 are obscene. tlw 
P\lcnfkd nnti ·discrirnitwtiou clause 
!->\'l'!..s to protect the rights, \\hid1 
<•Ill in11sl,1 rncludcs frre spl'('('h, of 
lwmost>\llitl mi111 •ritif's nnd otrwrs. 
1•\('fl l\IWn "t'on11111111ity standnrds" 
\\11Uld !ind lhe se!l-repre~1·11lntionnl 
'"lr('r ~JlPPd1" of tho~t' µ;roups In f;ill 
11r11·nnditionall} under the rubric nt 
ob.,n·11i!.\. 

In a M'!l,.,('. the ren1ur,1· tn tlwsr !no 
diffrrt't!I lt·µiil ba,.,es. ob~l'l'flit.' and 
dbcrimin;itior1. ah1a,\s rbb a n1lli'>io11 
lx·twrPn tlwm. ·\ml in tlle cw;e in 
w hH ·h .. < '1Jl1llmmity standards-· t'U!(!Tid 

wiUi llw pn1lf'l'linn of homosc'.l:ual free 

sprrrh. ('Of!H111111it\ st<mdards 
prrdsd~ l.W('Oillse U1e sarwti1;,; of thr 
l'rnrnrn111it.1 out11ei1dis the 
1·1111!-tit utional claim~ of tlw rninrnilir'>. 
\\ill i111ariabl,\ \\ill. \Jon·owr. if 
clepieUons art• t·onstrued as 
clbnimi11ator.1 and inj11ri111;s, theu flu• 
legal pn'('PdPnl hns hP<'ll sf't (iilld 
l'\ploited !HJI\ b.\ I !elms) lo ch1im !Ital 
;1ny and nil depidirn1s of 

hnmoPnitici.;111 an• i11j11riow; lo those 
\\ho~t' 11wral .,emibilitiPs 11re olfrmh•rl 
ill lllf' f>i'O\'l''' OJ' lit'l\iJlg tfl('S(' 

depictions. lleuce. ffrlm' sut1ght 

(unsucces~fttll.1) to t•stablish that lhf' 
deµidion of' lwu11wroti!'ism Pt iii, 
di.wriminall's a1n1insl nwmhrrs of 
t'ertain 1m~pt•ctfi('d relipons. l\c;ili1.i11#. 
it seems. thnt this \f'r_> st<1t11t<· might 
discriminatP on tlw ha;,i; of religion, lit' 
~11pplies an absurd '11pplPtrn•n1 tlw! 
protect- the rigflh of llH.'illlJt'l'S of' llUll­

refigio!IS ilS nelL 

In tlw \l11pplPthnq)f' f•\hihi!io11 ... Tilt' 
l'<•rfeet \lom<•nt," 1;hid1 l\il& to sho11 
at 1ariot1., art .'>pill'!'.'> parti<11i.1 
ti11i!rH·ed b,v tile '.\Htirnrnl End•mlllf'll! 
for the Arts. and which sene~ a~ the 
lm;,i;, fur the l lehm nilidsrn. tlwre 
an' two pllolograµhs uf d1ildrer1. One 
'"f-lone,1" (19/ti Ii;, a picture of a 

young girl. around fhe ~ears old. 
sitting on a bench \\'ilh nne lr•g up 
nnd fl!l(' lrg crossed in front of lwr. 
Shr is looking snnwwhilt indifff'rcnt!Y 
into tht' camt'ra: ~hr ha» nn . 
1111derpants on. ;ind the thin lirH' tl1;it 
mark~ !hr clos<·d lal>i;1 rt'\ paft>d tn 
her sitting po~ition i.' 111arht.•d 
primaril\ by ih w1ren11H'l\abilil 1. ·\n 
aesthetk rurrnalist and phot11µ:1:i1phit· 
realist. illappletlwrpt"s photos 11urJ, 
to f•nforcr prindplt•s of ~.'llllllt'tn 

and linPar ordt•r. Tlw lt'rtic<il linr 
that is !hr labi;1 is pnralldPrl on 
Pillif'r side by thP n·rtirnl lines of tht' 
sid<•s of I hf' bf'rwh. b\ Hw !inr 
bdvwen her arm m1cl hn dress m1d. 

predil'tabl,1, tlw sidP·line' of tlw 
cam ilS itsetf'. '!1w focal poi11! of !IH• 

plwlt1,!!:J'<lpll i;. t'fl°t'diH'i~ db!rib11ted 
across llie~e lines. and thr tabi<1 line 
em•t·ti\ el~ ~!Jit'Jd,, the I agina from 
Yiew. 
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\ \orh.!'> U!t>d 

-, 

'('\t'li ;·iglit _\('ill'' <iid. ··j('''(' 

\ ld\rid" · 1 I 'JI (i 1. 11 !1ie h !' 

l;1ng11nrou~, '"'ug~.'.T"'!ing ii"' lll t!H· 

ilflDIP tlw li11;1J 1J11n·1narf..dbil1t1 (;111d 

pt•1fo1p' llliliW\'11<'(' I of \, 111 

th<' ;dJll\l'. tili' pl!ntn nl .JP,,(' 'illing 
1111(1<' •HI tile· tnp nl ;1 1e!lct cli;iir. i, 
;111('\l'!llpl;ir11! tlw .\lllinwtric;;I 

dhtnli11ti•11111rl11rn1;il cli·11w1n-.. Jli, 
I" o ;ir111' ,...,, 1·"ml'11rtabil ;1µ11i11-.1 

tile• q•l\cl cll;Hr. l1i' 1110 le;;:;, Iii!! 
,ii.;.;iin>t till' d1;11r . .i11d fii, ,111;:11 ;i11d 

decidnll\ 11111'!'1-<·t l111J11µ:<» 

1w1wt'l1ilh di.;.11i11..;t 1111' 1cilet \\1·11 

I \\11lild 1·1ill tfJI>., ('I 

;i.:.;;ii11,I l<'lll'I. .. !\nth 

fii.;.11n·-. lno1' >.,fraidii i11t11 !IH· Cilllil'l'd. 

11itJ10ut \fJdlll!' II!' "'\lldJit.1. II-' if !<1 

11-,h ilor 11' 111111 i. "11!1<11 i' the bi" 
dc1i!:"· 111 Ii '<'li'il'. !I)(' pl111lo>., f'!l;!ii;!I' 

11 p11n1ngr;iphi« •·n111t·11ti11111111l\ lo 

dt'!)ll11k it: the -..1'11rTh for nt1ti< 1,1!1 j, 

rcrn11ted 11nd dif1!1'1'd lhrrn1;il1 lhe 
i11,i,t1·1HT nn !orn1:il "m11wl n. 111 
!iJi, \\:!.\.!lit' photo' n! diildre11 
p:1ri!lil'l ;i11d l'\lf'!id !lie pholt 

1cdrniq11(· (If \J11ppl1·thorpt·" ..;!ill lift' 
photo' of !lill\Pr,. 

l\,•cc111!1 11 '('t'llJ' lhul lt'ltn-. 
f'Jiidlliltin;::: fr,1111 tTrL-iin 

ll 

The Force of 

id1·111111. 

fll!l\(' \\jJ!; ll 111\nkt'" Hw d1...,l!!Wl!!l!l 
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