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Empires of Love: An Introduction

One

T
his short book arises from a certain hope and a certain

frustration. The hope is that we can conceptualize a set

of systematic relations between forms of love and forms

of liberal governance in empire without reducing these

relations to a singular kind or scale of power, to analogy, de-

scription,or rumor.The frustration is that this kind of project

is doomed—and rightly so—before it can begin for several

reasons, not the least of which are: that the concrete linkages

between forms of love and forms of governance are too many

and too dispersed to be of much use for a theoretical or practi-

cal political anthropology; that the way I am conceptualizing

love, intimacy, and sociality removes this work from the very

field it seeks to address; and that we can never agree about

the referent of liberalism. Indeed, there are many ways that

I could frame this study—as a study about sexuality, sover-

eignty, death and life worlds, and new social imaginaries. So

what am I trying to do, and why?

Perhaps the first thing to note is that this book is a theoreti-

cal reflection, but it is also the product of myown experiences



in what would appear to be two very different social worlds:

on the one hand, the social worlds of indigenous men and

women living at Belyuen, a small community in the North-

ern Territory of Australia, and its hinterlands; and, on the

other, the social worlds of progressive queers in the United

States who identify as or with radical faeries. In many ways

these two worlds are incommensurate, the one based on thick

kinship and face-to-face socialities, the other on stranger so-

ciality. And in many ways the various members within these

two worlds would seem to misuse each other. Some indige-

nous people with whom I am quite close reject homosexuality

as a legitimate mode of social life; some progressive queers

are uncritically culturally appropriative. For the past twenty

years I have moved back and forth between these two worlds

and across the racial and sexual discourses that locate me

most self-evidently within one of them, no matter how my

personal history might locate me within the other.The incom-

mensurate nature of these social worlds and of the racial and

sexual discourses that apprehend them make it difficult for

me to do such normal things as express joy and grief in one

world for the people I have found and lost in another and for

me to make sense of my insertion in either.

No matter this incommensurability, I have come to see

these two worlds as vitally related. This book attempts to ex-

plain why by critically exploring how the liberal, binary con-

cepts of individual freedom and social constraint—concepts

that were continually pressed on me as I moved back and forth

across these worlds—contribute to the ways that intimacy in

these two worlds is apprehended and what alternative prac-
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tices of intimacy are found in each, especially as these modes

of intimacy move us beyond the choice between freedom and

constraint. Thus this book is not interested in the study of

identities so much as it is interested in the social matrix out

of which these identities and their divisions emerge, includ-

ing: where and what sexuality is; where and when a person is

a token of a type of social identity, for instance, an indigenous

person or an ‘‘indigenous person’’; which forms of intimate

dependency count as freedom and which count as undue so-

cial constraint; which forms of intimacy involve moral judg-

ment rather than mere choice; and which forms of intimate

sociality distribute life and material goods and evoke moral

certainty, if not moral sanctimoniousness. This approach to

intimacy and governance does not collapse these two worlds;

it does not make them two versions of the same thing. Instead

it allows us to see how their differences emerge diagonally to

the deafening drum of liberal figurations of freedom and its

others and their racial and civilizational inflections.

The second thing to note is that this is an essay, a trial,

an attempt to provide some preliminary flesh to an intuition

about how a set of ethical and normative claims about the

governance of love, sociality, and the body circulate in liberal

settler colonies in such a way that life and death, rights and rec-

ognition, goods and resources are unevenly distributed there.

I examine how discourses of individual freedom and social

constraint—what I refer to as autological and genealogical

imaginaries—animate and enflesh love, sociality, and bodies;

how they operate as strategic maneuvers of power whose pur-

pose—or result—is to distribute life, goods, and values across
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social space; and how theycontribute to the hardiness of liber-

alism as a normative horizon. In previously published papers,

as well as in talks and conferences, I have referred to these

discourses in a variety of ways, mainly by the terms ‘‘inti-

macy’’ and ‘‘genealogy.’’ In this little book, I use the terms

‘‘autological subject’’ and ‘‘genealogical society’’ and ‘‘inti-

mate event’’ and ‘‘intimacy’’ to refer to specific aspects of

liberal sociality. By the autological subject, I am referring to

discourses, practices, and fantasies about self-making, self-

sovereignty, and the value of individual freedom associated

with the Enlightenment project of contractual constitutional

democracyand capitalism. By genealogical society, I am refer-

ring to discourses, practices, and fantasies about social con-

straints placed on the autological subject by various kinds of

inheritances. The intimate event, as opposed to intimacy, is

simply the way in which the event of normative love is formed

at the intersection—and crisis—of these two discourses.1

These definitions are meant to be no more than the mini-

mal groundwork on which the following discussion can begin

to be built. In his late notes, published in the volume On Cer-

tainty, LudwigWittgenstein calls on but neverdefines the con-

cept of a language game. And how could he, when these medi-

tations argue that even a rule is merely the effect of a chain

of questions and answers that make sense and nonsense, an

inherited background against which we distinguish between

truth and falsity. Sounding a bit like Gilles Deleuze and Felix

Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, Wittgenstein writes, ‘‘I do

not explicitly learn the propositions that stand fast for me.

I can discover them subsequently like the axis around which
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a body rotates. This axis is not fixed in the sense that any-

thing holds it fast, but the movement around it determines its

mobility.’’2 It is thus for the intimate event and the genealogi-

cal society. These are not rules that can be defined outside

of their practice of usage, removed from the chain of ques-

tions and answers that invest them with sense and truth, non-

sense and falsity, or held fixed by some property internal to

them. Instead, the intimate event and genealogical society are

the phantasmagorical axis cast bydiscourses about individual

freedom and social constraint. It is to these discourses that

we must turn to understand the real world effects of the phan-

toms rather than to a set of unworldly rules and definitions.

What I argue in this book, what I try to show through a

series of ethnographic, juridical, and historical readings, is

that these discourses and their material anchors are a key

means by which people in liberal settler colonies articulate

their most intimate relations to their most robust governmen-

tal and economic institutions, make sense of how others do

the same, account for the internal incoherence of these dis-

courses, and distribute life and death internationally. Auto-

logical and genealogical discourses are not in this view differ-

ent in kind even though they are used to differentiate kinds

of people, societies, and civilizational orders. They both pre-

suppose a liberal humanist claim that what makes us most

human is ourcapacity to base our most intimate relations, our

most robust governmental institutions, and our economic re-

lations on mutual and free recognition of the worth and value

of another person, rather than basing these connections on,

for example, social status or the bare facts of the body. These
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presuppositions circulate through the subjects and institu-

tions of liberal settler colonies, informing how people talk

about themselves and others, how they govern themselves

and others, and who they think they are or who they think

they should be. As people go about their ordinary lives—their

practices of love, work, and civic life—they continually con-

stitute these discourses as if the discourses were the agents of

social life, as if there were such a thing as the sovereign subject

and the genealogical society, as individual freedom and so-

cial constraint, and as if the choice between these Manichean

positions were the only real choice available to us. They do

this as if all other actual and potential positions and practices

were impractical, politically perverse, or socially aberrant.

As an alternative to this way of practicing and analyzing

intimacy, this book explores a number of immanent depen-

dencies among indigenous and queer people I know, some of

which emerge from actual human encounters within and be-

tween these groups, some of which emerge from the legal and

medical regulations that members of these groups encounter,

and some of which emerge from the material and affective dy-

namics that are artifacts of these encounters. Thinking of the

social relations within and among the people I know as imma-

nent dependencies allows me to dislodge certain commonsense

views of the social matrix of indigenous and queer people in

which the dependencies of indigenous persons are so satu-

rated by determination that the immanent is only a sign of

the breakdown of the indigenous order and in which the de-

pendencies of queer persons are so annulled by portraits of

stranger sociality that dependency itself is hard to imagine.
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Because the following ethnographic, legal, and historical

readings are oriented to discourses and their material an-

chors, I am especially interested in an aspect of social life

that I am calling carnality: the socially built space between

flesh and environment. I distinguish corporeality from car-

nality in terms of the difference between flesh as a juridical

and political maneuver and flesh as a physical mattering forth

of these maneuvers. What I am claiming, and try to show

throughout this book, is that the uneven constitution of the

flesh is not merely an effect of a liberal biopolitics, or merely

the disciplinary means by which the discourses of autology

and genealogy are secured, maintained, and reproduced, but

also an independent, unruly vector at play within these bio-

politics. In other words, the flesh may be an effect of these

discourses but it is not reducible to them. To make sense is

to shape, etch, and engenre discourse as much as it is to di-

rect and frame physicalities, fabricate habitudes, habituate

vision, and leave behind new material habitats that will be

called on to replicate, justify, defy, and interfere with given

sense-making and with the distribution of life and death,

wealth and poverty, that this sense-making makes possible.

In this way I am merely following a line of thought stretch-

ing from Althusser’s attempt to locate ideology in practice

to Deleuze’s attempt to produce a radical pragmatics of the

body. Contemporary critical theory has attempted to model

the material of all social mediation without reducing this ma-

terial mediation to the same mode, the same qualities of dura-

bility, transposibility, and detachability or the same level of

force, intentionality, and efficacy.Thus, this book is less inter-
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ested in the meaning and semantics of love, sociality, and the

body, and more interested in their forms, fits, materialities,

moorings, anchors, and landings.

Talking about bodies and materialities as actual fleshy

things can produce strong ambivalence among feminists,

queer theorists, and progressive scholars in part because it

is assumed that to mention bodies and their materialities is

to forget that these are always stretching, reacting, and form-

ing their physiology in the domain of discourse. Further, it

would seem to forget that even if there were flesh on one side

and discourse on the other, neither of these sides is singu-

lar, homogeneous, or reducible to a singular axis.What flesh,

where and when? And which discourse, where and when?

The multiplicity of discourses wound into any one object

meets the multiplicity of the object as it changes over time, is

stretched by any given discourse, and winds others as it twists

away from them. The aim of my emphasis on the physical

matter of the body—the ways discourses leave bodies behind

them in a certain condition—is neither to reach the fact of

the flesh as opposed to discourse, nor to establish a discursive

separation of flesh and self. Instead, I want to show how the

uneven distribution of the flesh—the creation of life-worlds,

death-worlds, and rotting worlds—is a key way in which au-

tology, genealogy, and their intimacies are felt, known, and

expressed.The dynamic between carnalityand the discourses

of the autological subject and the genealogical society is in

this sense more like a skein than a skin—like a length of yarn

or thread wound loosely and coiled together, a flock of birds

flying across the sky in a line, or a tangled or complex mass

of material.
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In a short book on the psychosomatics of Freudian psycho-

analysis, ElizabethWilson elaborates nicelyon what is at stake

here when she reflects on what Freud might have meant by

the term ‘‘obligation.’’ Freud wrote, in relation to his theory

of neurasthenic melancholia, that the ‘‘associated neurones

are obliged to give up their excitation, which produces pain.’’3

Wilson asks, ‘‘What is the character of the psychosomatic

structure such that soma and psyche are bound by obligation

rather than unilateral control’’ and such that a binding re-

lation, a mutuality of cause, influence and orientation, is at-

tributed to non-human agents?4 What Wilson suggests, and

what is conceptually useful here, is that Freud is attempting

to sketch a system of governance in which the mutual consti-

tution of soma and psyche, flesh and discourse, are no longer

captured by the usual mechanics of ‘‘cause and effect, origin

and derivation.’’5They are instead the literal material of each

other, different from each other but mutually obliged rather

than caused or affected, vulnerable to rather than subject of.6

For Wilson, the point of reading Freud in this way is to break

through a certain resistance in feminist theory to consider the

physiological aspects of psychological process, not to reduce

psyche to soma or soma to psyche, but to map the strange

elasticity of each as it finds itself obligated by the other—a

leg obligated to a psychic paralysis, psyche to the pain of a

hysterical facial tic.

In seeking to resist the choice between individual freedom

and social determination as the only foundation for governing

love, sociality, and the body—a choice presented as natural,

vital, and irreplaceable in liberal settler colonies—the aspira-

tion of this little book is not so different from the biopolitical

9



project that Michel Foucault outlined over a quarter of a cen-

tury ago.7 As we know, the point of his histories of sexuality

(as well as of his histories of the clinic, the prison, and mad-

ness) was not to studydiscourses of sexuality, for example, for

the sake of knowing sexuality but for the sake of investigating

power and the discursive matrixes that underpinned it. Simi-

larly, the aspiration was not merely to know how power disci-

plined sexuality, sexual expression, or sexual identity, but to

understand how all of these were the means by which power

in a robust sense—power over life and death, power to cripple

and rot certain worlds while over-investing others with wealth

and hope—is produced, reproduced, and distributed when

we seem to be doing nothing more than kissing our lovers

goodbye as we leave for the day.

It is at the intersection of questions of power and exploita-

tion that my approach to love, sociality, and the body and my

approach to liberalism converge. In this book, love, intimacy,

and sexuality are not about desire, pleasure, or sex per se, but

about things like geography, history, culpability, and obliga-

tion; the extraction of wealth and the distribution of life and

death; hope and despair; and the seemingly self-evident fact

and value of freedom. So, when I speak of love and its soci-

alities, I am referring to the processes by which the dialectic

of individual freedom and social bondage is distributed geo-

graphically, how social phenomena that contest this distribu-

tion are made commensurate with it, and how discourses that

arise from this distribution circulate, are localized, and are

contested.

Approaching the international division of life and death

in liberal settler colonies in this way would, I think, change
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how we go about studying sexuality and the social imagi-

nary. My original motivation for writing this book was to ad-

dress what I saw as a certain literalism of the referent hover-

ing over Euro-American studies of sexuality as they opened

themselves to their transnational conditions.We were witness-

ing, I thought, an example of what Judith Butler described

as the disciplinary function of the ‘‘proper object.’’8 The

study of ‘‘woman,’’ ‘‘Third-World women,’’ ‘‘men,’’ ‘‘the third

sex,’’ ‘‘new masculinities,’’ ‘‘gay worlds,’’ ‘‘lesbian worlds,’’

and ‘‘straight worlds,’’ and the globalization of the hetero-

homo binary were considered to be the proper object of schol-

ars, academic programs, and activists who study sexuality

and gender as transnational phenomena. Progressive politics

and scholarship addressing, for example, indigenous worlds,

the international division of labor, emergent Islamic theocra-

cies and reformations, fundamentalist Christian social poli-

tics, postcolonial racializations, and other aspects of social

life not explicitly self-characterizing as sexuality or gender

per se tend to enter sexuality studies either through a gram-

mar of concatenation or through a transformational grammar

of pleasure, desire, and sexual identity. What do I mean by

grammars of ‘‘concatenation’’ and ‘‘transformation’’? Some-

thing quite simple. Either gender and sexuality are added to

nominalized social phenomena (so we get race and sexuality

or indigeneity and gender) or an aspect of social life is treated

as transformed by sex and gender—as being sexualized, femi-

nized, or engendered.

Some conservative critics, and others just outright hostile

to sexuality studies, have seized on the distance between so-

cial phenomena that have an obvious relationship to sexuality
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and gender and those that have a more attenuated relationship

to the same in order to accuse queer theorists and feminists of

making linkages and intersections between phenomena based

on nothing more than their own theoretically over-heated

and slightly salacious minds. For example, although scholarly

books on sexuality have had a certain commercial success in

university presses, scholars of sexual studies find it increas-

ingly hard to support their research.9 This is just fine from

the point of view of conservative critics. For them, if sexu-

ality studies and gender studies have a place at the table of

scholarship, it is on condition that they discipline their object

and not overstep their proper domain. To be sure, the call for

carefully differentiating various kinds of social struggles—

racial struggles from queer struggles and both from indige-

nous struggles—has not come only from conservative critics

within and outside the academy. As recent debates over same-

sex marriage in the United States and over gender parity in

France (le Mouvement pour la parité) suggest, progressive aca-

demics and critics may see the social foundations and dynam-

ics of queer, feminist, and racial demands for cultural civil

rights to be utterly distinct. These conservative and progres-

sive critics are right, in one sense. Contemporary sexuality

studies and gender studies have engaged in what we might

call a politics of trespass. They have refused to sequester, to

ghettoize, women’s issues, gender issues, and queer issues to

a subset of social life. The best of these trespass studies have

demonstrated decisively how discourses and practices of gen-

der and sexuality are critical to the maintenance of liberal and

illiberal forms of power and domination and are at the gov-
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ernmental heart of capitalism, secularism, civil society, and

new and old religiosities.10

For all the good these studies have done, and I think that

they have done tremendous good, this book investigates what

happens when we move away from a language of trespass

where it is based on grammars of concatenation and trans-

formation, without capitulating to the conservative demand

that feminist and sexuality theorists either simply go away

or define more narrowly their domain of study.11 Rather than

narrowing the field of study, I am advocating a far more ro-

bust model of ‘‘sexuality’’ which would examine the distribu-

tive linkages among the social struggles of indigenous Aus-

tralians, queer Americans, and others by more than mere

metaphor, by more than the conjunctive ‘‘and,’’ or a quasi-

universal economy of pleasure and desire. In short, I want

to suggest a different way of approaching love, intimacy, and

sexuality in the wake of settler colonialism that includes how

various subjects of liberal diasporic sexuality have resisted

the pervasive politics of cultural recognition.

Two

One serious impediment to the project I am proposing is the

phantom-like nature of liberalism itself. Liberalism is not a

thing. It is a moving target developed in the European em-

pire and used to secure power in the contemporary world. It is

located nowhere but in its continual citation as the motivating

logic and aspiration of dispersed and competing social and

cultural experiments. The same can be said of the liberal dis-
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courses this book is tracking. Individual freedom, social con-

straint, autology, genealogy, the intimate event: These are not

things but moving targets.When, for instance, does the event

of intimate love actually happen? What are the criteria we use

to decide whether this event has happened? One thing I want

to show is that, as a result of the strategic shape-shifting part-

nership of autology and genealogy, discourses of the autologi-

cal subject, the genealogical society, and their putative modes

of intimacy are at best incommensurate discourses, multiple

rather than singular; they are undecidable and, at times, in-

coherent events. Although they are used to distinguish social

and civilizational orders on which they themselves are depen-

dent, they are, at the same time, destabilized and invaginated

by the very sites they seek to discipline.Theydescribe neither

the actual worlds of liberalism nor the actual worlds of others.

Rather than studying liberalism, I want to understand how

these discourses and their material anchors act as a means of

moving among an array of disparate and multidimensional,

multifunctional phenomena; a means of organizing these dis-

parate phenomena into a definite relation of values and a thing

called Liberalism; and a means of making other kinds of so-

cial phenomena commensurate or incommensurate, compa-

rable or incomparable with this phantom Liberalism.

The mysterious ‘‘now you see it, now you don’t’’ quality

of discourses of autology and genealogy derives in part from

two kinds of performativity. On the one hand, the fantasy of

Liberalism is tightly associated with the fantasy of the per-

formative subject, a point I elaborate on more fully in the

last essay. On the other hand, the fantasy of Liberalism is
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tightly dependent on the ability of these discourses and their

material institutions to transform the world into an image of

its own normative horizon. In other words, these discourses

must, and do, continually change the facts on the ground.

Though these discourses may not have had any substantial

hold in many places to which they initially referred, over

time the actual material and discursive conditions of places

change to meet and mirror the presumptions of these dis-

courses. What at first was a misrepresentation becomes an

accurate description. Instead of asking, where are the dis-

courses? we might ask, what is being done to produce the

world in their image? The dynamic transformation of the

facts on the ground is not merely a transformation of social

values, economy, and political institutions, but the transfor-

mation of life-forces, of ecology and environment, of disease

trajectories. However, as much as these discourses change the

material-subjective grounds of social life, because they are

written into different kinds of materials—human bodies, eco-

logical landscapes, and analogical and digital texts to name

just three—the ground itself is extraordinarilydynamic,with

multiple rhythms and complex coordinations.These material

dynamics continually cast autological and genealogical dis-

courses into a spectral realm, halfway between being and be-

coming.

And so this book runs headfirst into the serious question

of how to write an account of a historical formation without fe-

tishizing that formation,without abstracting it from its imma-

nent social contexts, and without collapsing the social reality

of that formation into ideological accounts of that formation.
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Where do we look to find discourses of autology, genealogy,

and their intimacies if we are truly committed to studying

their inter-digitation and immanence in processes of circula-

tion and processes of localization rather than merely engag-

ing in a comparative study? Where to look if we are to study

them as interdependent discourses rather than as compara-

tive ones? Where to look if we see the objects of compari-

son as emergent in these circulations rather than as concrete,

bounded units that are circulating? Are these discourses oper-

ating at a particular scale of sociality? Are they only in certain

sorts of institutions, only in certain regimes of disciplinarity?

Or are they more ubiquitous, secreted in practices that seem

to have nothing to do with love? To answer these kinds of ques-

tions we need to ask, first,what constitutes the borders, interi-

ors, and dynamics of autology, genealogy, and intimacy, and

their relation with other objects. What are the conditions of

circulation placed on these discourses, what are their habitats

and habitudes, what are the densities of their interconnectivi-

ties such that a culture of circulation comes to be the general

equivalent, resisted only with great risk? What are the barri-

cades and incentives to their circulation and its effects? How

are populations constituted and stabilized by such circula-

tions? Who takes and is assigned responsibility for the effects

of these circulations?

Three

The strong argument of this book is that the social imaginar-

ies of the autological subject, the genealogical society, their
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modes of intimacy, and their material anchors emerged from

European Empire as a mode and maneuver of domination

and exploitation and continue to operate as such. This book

claims that the intimate couple is a key transfer point be-

tween, on the one hand, liberal imaginaries of contractual

economics, politics, and sociality and, on the other, liberal

forms of power in the contemporary world. Love, as an inti-

mate event, secures the self-evident good of social institu-

tions, social distributions of life and death, and social respon-

sibilities for these institutions and distributions. If you want

to locate the hegemonic home of liberal logics and aspirations,

look to love in settler colonies.

If the intimate couple is a key transfer point within lib-

eralism, this couple is already conditioned by liberalism’s

emergence and dispersion in empire. At the same time that

people spread the good news of the singular world-historic

value of these freedom-producing subjects and institutions,

they claim this singular heritage for the North Atlantic and

Western Europe. Such claims may seem particularly loud in

British settler colonies such as Canada, Australia, and the

United States. But, as with the concept of the colonial subject,

so with the referent of the liberal settler colony—the reach

of settler colonialism stretches way beyond the self-evident

site of colonial settlement itself. As W. E. B. Du Bois long

ago insisted, the location of the United States and Europe

and their economic and discursive wealth, capital, and po-

litical power was not self-evident and was certainly not an-

chored in their own borders.12 Nor are the effects of Western

accumulation of economic and discursive capital felt solely
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within the offshoots of Western Europe and the North Atlan-

tic, a point that Dipesh Chakrabarty has more recently elabo-

rated on in Provincializing Europe. For this reason, the refer-

ent of liberal settler colonies is much wider than nation-states

literally founded on the basis of colonial settlement, encom-

passing what I sometimes describe as the liberal diaspora—

an origin-less or origin-obscuring process of transformation

in circulation that retroactively constitutes its beginning and

center.13

Europe’s economic, discursive, and political power was

begged, borrowed, and stolen from subjects of empire, then

twisted and turned to a Western advantage. Empire created

and circulated poverty, trauma, and death globally while

claiming to create and foster wealth, happiness, and life,

and it claimed a universal origin and end even as it was

partial about its values and goals. Part of the way particu-

lar colonial regimes secured their universal claims was to

absorb local languages and life-worlds. This absorption was

not, however, seamless. The history of absorption filled lib-

eralism’s institutions and discourses with jagged edges and

very fine cracks, cleavages, and fissures that marked the non-

translation of discursive orders, ideal norms, and actual prac-

tices, that is, the various ways bodies were left behind. As a

result, the more life-worlds and languages that liberal insti-

tutions and discourses absorbed, the more the tensions and

contradictions between its ideal image and its actual practice

increased, while suspicion grew that liberalism was an inco-

herent, ideology-driven system of exploitation.

No matter the multiplicity, incoherence, and indetermi-

18



nacy of these discourses, they are extraordinarily productive

and mobile.The exact articulation among elements within the

dynamic of individual freedom and social constraint can radi-

cally shift shapes even as the self-evident nature of this oppo-

sition is itself conserved. One of the difficult tasks facing this

book, then, is trying to capture and explore both sides of the

governance of love, sociality, and the body in liberal settler

colonies—its disciplinary effects and its disciplinary failures

in the face of a set of social refusals. After all, if the discourses

and imaginaries of individual freedom and social constraint

remain surprisingly resilient and absorptive in settler colo-

nies, they do so in spite of multiple heterogeneous challenges

to their legitimacy in local worlds. One of the most pressing

questions we face is how the challenges of these actual-world

heterogeneous ways of living are subdued and redirected, or

not; why they have such a hard time becoming expansive alter-

natives—or why they may not wish to be so. In the first and

second chapters, therefore, I return these discourses of the

intimate event and the genealogical society to the thick actual

worlds from which they were pulled.

Though I am reflecting on the capture of sociality in lib-

eral settler colonies through queer and indigenous commu-

nities, this is not intended as a comparative study.14 I do not

attempt to illuminate comparative aspects of queer and in-

digenous forms of sociality per se, but rather to show the co-

constitution of worlds where before we saw separate popula-

tions, dynamics, and problematics. I hope that this approach

allows us to see new forms of life that contest, elaborate, or

ignore these discourses, and how these new forms of life do,
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or do not, disrupt deep channels of exploitation and domina-

tion. In short, I hope to open up a social politics that goes

beyond saying yes or no to the intimate event and the gene-

alogical society by cutting across these fields of regularity.

This said, the ethnographic ground of this book comes from

two very different social worlds and two very different kinds

of experience on my part. My discussion of the indigenous

northwest coast is based on twenty years during which I have

lived and traveled at least a month or two a year there (along

with much longer, year-length trips, at several points). Gener-

ally, indigenous communities absorb strangers into local lan-

guages of kinship and moiety relations.This certainly was the

case when I first arrived at Belyuen in 1984.There, kinship re-

lations—with specific norms for how various kinds of kin are

treated—are the presumed backdrop of every relationship of

any longstanding nature. I will, therefore, often refer to vari-

ous people from Belyuen and beyond as my mother, sister,

husband, brother, et cetera. This is not merely an issue of ref-

erence, however. Part of what I am exploring in this book is

where, why, and how these relations are made real and fic-

tive forms of kinship. I have spent much less time living and

traveling with men, and some women, who identify as radical

faeries. Moreover, the ways strangers are absorbed into radi-

cal faerie communities and publics are quite different from

the ways strangers are absorbed into indigenous communi-

ties. Thus, alongside my examination of how, why, and where

indigenous-nonindigenous relations of kinship are figured as

real or fictive, is another: what are the legal, economic, and so-

cial dynamics between these two forms of social absorption?
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And yet for all this complexity, in the end, I think what

makes the approach I am advocating in this set of essays dif-

ficult is not the density of the thought or the partiality of

the object, but the absence of any clean moral or political

stance toward any piece of the lives I discuss. My goal is not

to say yes or no to individual freedom and social constraint,

the intimate event or the genealogical society. All I can hope

is that by understanding how these discourses work to shape

social life, we can begin to formulate a positive political pro-

gram—something I have begun to describe as a politics of

‘‘thick life’’—in which the density of social representation is

increased to meet the density of actual social worlds.The goal

is not to produce a hermeneutics of the Self and Other, but to

shatter the foundations on which this supposedly simple re-

lay of apprehension has historically established a differential

of power as a differential of knowledge.

Four

I have organized this book to replicate and tackle the ways

in which liberal discourses of freedom and constraint and

intimacy and governance discipline the immanent nature of

social dependencies in settler colonies. The book consists of

three essays, each of which maps a different network of lib-

eral love, intimacy, and sociality and liberal governance and

each of which presents somewhat different narrative styles

and strategies.Though different in tone and archive, the chap-

ters of the book are best understood as a loop that begins

with ethnographically thick accounts of the governance of
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bodies across settler colonies—Australia, the United States,

and Canada along with the indigenous and queer worlds

found there—and ends with a general account of the dis-

courses of the intimate event and the genealogical society

as an epiphenomenon to the dialectic of individual freedom

and social constraint, its dynamic relationship to carnality,

its ideological borders, its internal incoherence, and its tech-

niques of commensuration.

The first chapter pivots on a tropical ulcer that I contracted

in the far north of Australia and how it was medically treated

in the United States, Canada, and Australia. This physical

condition would seem to have little to do with love, intimacy,

or sexuality. But the sore provides me with a way of making

visible a set of interpenetrating legal, cultural, and medical

disciplines of the body that presuppose and entail the forms

of the autological subject and the genealogical society, their

disciplinary modes of intimacy and sociality, and their carnal

anchorings. The suggestion is that the operation of these dis-

courses is weakest where it is most apparent, most tenacious

where we would never dream it could be organizing bodies,

their authorized voicing, and circulations. In other words, the

sore gives me some traction in making sense of how the dis-

courses of autology and genealogy, and the different intima-

cies they presuppose and demand, are reproduced not merely

in domains explicitly identified as love or sexual, but in do-

mains having seemingly little or nothing to do with love, inti-

macy, or sexuality per se and everything to do with who can

be free without harm. The chapter focuses on how, through a

politics of cultural recognition and sensitivity, discourses of

22



genealogy make and unmake the voices and bodies of my in-

digenous friends and family even though these discourses do

not describe the contours of their actual social worlds and re-

lations even where these relations can be described as relations

of kinship. The purpose of this chapter is to make visible how

the disciplinary operation of these discourses is lodged in the

deep tissue—the background conditions—of social interpre-

tation and practice.

The weight of the second chapter falls on the other side

of the discipline of individual freedom and social constraint.

I track the disciplinary effects of discourses of autology and

genealogy in the experimental social worlds of friends of mine

who identify as radical faeries and their allies. To do so, I

first outline some of the thickly contested aspirational and

practical horizons that constitute the ‘‘radical faeries’’ as a

social genre. The point is to demonstrate that there is not

‘‘a’’ radical faerie movement, but rather a set of allegiances

to a moving and contested set of qualities and stances toward

normative masculinity and sociality. The motivating ques-

tion of the chapter is, then, Why and how do legal, pub-

lic, cultural, and many progressive indigenous activists in-

tern this eclectic counter-public within a particular negative

model of intimacy and sexuality? To this end, I then place

these practices of social making in the contested interior ter-

rain of the faerie movement, the critical indigenous public,

and the jurisprudence of religious certification and cultural

copyright. I examine how discourses of the autological sub-

ject and the genealogical society interpret these social worlds

as mere ideological cover for illicit sex acts, as mere appro-
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priation of other people’s culture, or as seriously intended

but legally dubious modes of religiosity. The essay ends by

trying to understand how the disciplining of radical faeries

through a discourse of freedom paradoxically reanimates the

self-evident good of liberal democratic forms of freedom and

how, in this context, a politics of espionage emerges as the

foil of the cunning of recognition. As in the first chapter, my

discussion of this social genre is not merely discursive, if by

discursive we mean the play of signs outside their material

inhabitations. Even as radical faeries are creatively coordinat-

ing a social identity made sensible in and by an entire field

of possible social positions and practices, they are also physi-

cally and affectively made and haunted by these makings.

The last chapter is an extended theoretical meditation on

the discursive terrain of the intimate event and the genealogi-

cal society. It seeks to provide a thicker description of these

as a set of interpenetrating discourses about the geographi-

cal origins and destinations of individual freedom and social

bondage and of these discourses as a vital aspect of liberal

legitimacy and power. I suggest how this approach to reading

the emergence of the intimate event in Empire would allow

us to rethink a set of philosophical and historical questions

that have been central to the story of liberalism’s exception-

alism. To do so I animate these theoretical and historical dis-

cussions by placing them in dialectic tension with contem-

porary problems and tactics of building intimacy outside the

North/West. I draw on the previous chapters as well as other

postcolonial and settler colonial criticism to suggest the ways

in which these figurations of the self and other have been
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and are still being refigured, divested, and diverted. To a cer-

tain extent I am agnostic about the local historical details of

the emergence of the intimate event in Empire, choosing in-

stead to move from a theoretical argument to a historical re-

thinking—how my argument about the intimate event and

the genealogical society would recast the typical ways we have

written the history of the enlightenment and its core social

institutions and dynamics.

One last thing. As much as this book describes various

tactics of intimacy and sociality emerging diagonally to lib-

eral discourses of individual freedom and social constraint,

this book does not present a redemptive narrative. I do not

think these practices are redemptive, for at least two reasons.

First, the options presented to those persons who choose, or

must, live at the end of liberalism’s tolerance and capitalism’s

trickle, are often not great options. To pretend they are is to

ignore the actual harms that liberal forms of social tolerance

and capital forms of life- and wealth-extraction produce. Sec-

ond, to wish for a redemptive narrative, to seek it, is to wish

that social experiments fulfill rather than upset given condi-

tions, that they emerge in a form that given conditions rec-

ognize as good, and that they comply to a hegemony of love

rather than truly challenge its hold over social life. It is to wish

for a redemptive narrative authored by those who suffer most

viciously from the hegemonyof this form of intimacy. Instead

of redemption’s break from social life, I track the immanent

dependencies that emerge in actual life.
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1 Rotten Worlds

One

M
ontreal, 6 August 2000. I am quite sick; definitely

sicker than I was in the Sydney airport last week, more

nauseous in the day, and then there are these night

sweats. I am sitting in a conference on globalization and

multiple modernities, but I cannot concentrate on the con-

versation. I am too busy monitoring my body, waiting to see

if these new antibiotics kick in and hoping the diarrhea set

off by the previous antibiotics abates. As I sit here, I won-

der if this entire medical fiasco is the result of my following

too assiduously medical instructions or religiously ignoring

them over the last sixteen years, placing too much trust in the

local knowledge of my indigenous friends and family in Aus-

tralia. Yesterday I went to a Montreal clinic on instructions

from the physician I saw in the University of Chicago Hos-

pital emergency room, where I had gone right after landing

in the United States. ‘‘Have a doctor in Montreal change the

dressing I’ve put on your shoulder,’’ he said. And so I did.

But along with changing the dressing, the Montreal physician

switched my medication from Septrim (co-trimoxazole: Sep-



trim, Bactrim) to Novopen, a semi-synthetic penicillin with

a host of other popular brand names: Pen-vee K, Beepen-K,

V-Cillin K, Nadopen-V. As a result, I can no longer tell if the

infection or the antibiotic cocktail is causing my nausea and

night sweats. As my body erupts, I wonder whether I have

placed too much trust in people whom I have known longer

and more intimately than almost anyone else in my life. In

wondering, an affective separation emerges, if only as a slight

fissure, between them and me.

When the Montreal physician pressed me for more details

about the origin of the sore, I told him the somewhat incoher-

ent medical narrative about ‘‘sores’’ that I had standardized

during the sixteen years I had been working, on and off, year

after year, in northern Australia. I gave a similar narrative to

the Chicago doctor when he asked me where and how I had

acquired this sore. It went something like this: I am an an-

thropologist. The sores are endemic in the indigenous com-

munities I visit. They seem to appear and disappear with the

seasons, more when it is hot, humid, and wet, less in the cool

dry season. They are not obviously related to any previously

existing cut or abrasion. This sore on my shoulder, for in-

stance, did not seem to have been caused by any previous cut.

Sores just ‘‘bubble up’’ like volcanoes from under the skin,

or, using the language of my Emiyenggal-speaking friends in

northwest Australia, like pumanim, fresh water springs that

bubble up from the ground. Sometimes they stay hidden in-

side you, growing and growing. We call those blind boilers,

or just ‘‘boilers’’ in creole and tenmi in Emiyenggal. Adults

get both kinds. Kids get them, too. Babies can be covered
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with them, as if the sore were a bad case of chicken pox.

Some boilers grow so large and hang on so tenaciously that

they require a hospital stay, invasive surgery, and skin grafts.

My indigenous friends are pretty cavalier about them. But so

are most of the non-indigenous nurses and doctors whom I

have met in various indigenous communities. Over the years,

they have told me that the sores are ‘‘just’’ streptococcus or

‘‘just’’ staphylococcus. One doctor, many years ago, told me

he thought the sores were a strain of leishmaniasis, caused by

sand fly bites, but not to worry about it.1 Worry has its own

social distribution—it might be needed elsewhere.

New York Times: Hundreds of American troops in Iraq

have been infected with a parasite spread by biting sand

flies, and the long-term consequences are still unknown,

Army doctors said Friday. The resulting disease, leish-

maniasis, has been diagnosed in about 150 military per-

sonnel so far, but that is sure to climb in the coming

months, the doctors said. All have only the skin form

of the disease, which creates ugly ‘‘volcano crater’’ le-

sions that may last for months, but usually clear up by

themselves. None have developed the visceral form that

attacks the liver and spleen and is fatal if untreated.2

The Montreal physician was quite curious about the sore

on my left shoulder. And he became as cautious after seeing

it, asking me a series of questions. ‘‘Where did you get this

sore?’’ ‘‘Who cut into your shoulder like this?’’ ‘‘Why are you

on Septrim?’’ ‘‘Is it helping?’’ Answering the last question was

easy enough, and I was brief in my reply. ‘‘No. The sore is
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unchanged and I am desperately ill.’’ The questions of why I

was on Septrim, how my shoulder came to look like this, and

the origins of the sore would take more time. I described the

carnival scene in the Chicago emergency clinic when the ban-

dage I had placed over the sore in Australia was removed. I

described how the physician recoiled from me, literally, and

shouted to the nurses to bring protective goggles, gowns, and

a pair of forceps—as if I were about to give birth to the An-

dromeda strain.

Or perhaps the up-to-date reference for this young physi-

cian would be Ebola, as if I were about to dissolve in my

own bloody juices from a virus picked up in a remote part

of the world. I told the Montreal doctor, ‘‘I couldn’t tell if he

was freaked out because the flesh was necrotic or because I

seemed so blasé about that fact.’’ ‘‘He didn’t seem to believe

me that these sores are commonplace where I work, though I

labored hard to convince him that they were no big deal and

could be cured with a few shots of penicillin.’’ To be honest,

I had told the Chicago emergency room physician, ‘‘I think I

just need a few shots of penicillin, I think it’s penicillin, or in

the tablet form, maybe something called amoxa-something.

I know it rhymes with Bob Dylan.’’ The imprecision of my

pharmacological language was one index of the deep recess of

everyday life in which these sores fester for many indigenous

and non-indigenous residents in northern Australia. Famil-

iarity breeds this nervous system. ‘‘You think,’’ the Chicago

doctor repeated, nonplussed. Not surprisingly, he did not give

me penicillin or amoxicillin. Instead, he cut into my shoulder

for what felt like an hour, took a culture from the core, and
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packed the hole with a ‘‘wick’’ to allow the fluids to drain out.

(As he put it, he ‘‘packed it like a gunshot wound.’’ As the

assisting nurses put it outside his earshot, he packed it ‘‘like

a ghetto wrap.’’) He then gave me a prescription for Septrim.

He had wanted me to stay in Chicago until the culture came

back, but I insisted I had a plane to catch.

Do you always take antibiotics that rhyme with Dylan,

the Montreal physician asked. ‘‘Yes, why is that?’’ He didn’t

answer me, asking instead whether I had ever been given Sep-

trim before—in Australia. ‘‘No.Why?’’ He answered me this

time. ‘‘Because Septrim doesn’t kill subcutaneous anthrax.’’

It was his hunch that anthrax was dispersed throughout pas-

toral northern Australia and that anthrax spores were the

cause of the sore on my shoulder. If the Chicago doctor had

no immediate referent for this sore, the Montreal doctor did.

Opening one of his textbooks, he explained to me that he had

heard about these kinds of sores on people working in the

cattle and sheep industry.

I have to admit that in the beginning I thought it was cool

to have anthrax, to have had anthrax all along without know-

ing it. I told everyone, including, later that same week on a

phone in a Montreal airport terminal, my older sister, who is

a microbiologist. She wisely cautioned me not to shout this

information too loudly before passing through customs. This

was a year before my girlfriend and I had watched the Twin

Towers collapse from my studio in Williamsburg, Brooklyn;

before anthrax was mailed to media offices along the East

Coast and to members of Congress; and, in the shadow cast

by these attacks, before international terrorism became an ar-
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ticulation point between the medical and legal subject of an-

thrax. Anthrax Man was just a comic figure, Judge Dredd,

spun from the heavy metal band, Anthrax. In August 2000,

my Chicago doctor would have been hard-pressed legally to

constrain my movements, not knowing what it was that I had.

The Montreal doctor, believing I had anthrax, did not have

‘‘international terrorism’’ as an immediate or self-evident ref-

erent. I appeared before them, and was treated by them, as a

woman making perhaps a foolish but nevertheless a sovereign

choice about how to treat her own body and its health. It was

my body, my health, as long as it was not a public menace.

Even after these events, I made jokes about anthrax being

passé, or got furious that, when the professional classes in

the United States acquired anthrax, vast arrays of govern-

mental and discursive resources were immediately mobilized,

but the treatment of the same in poor indigenous commu-

nities is apparently left to a dedicated few health activists.

Of course, this is not fair. Middle-class postal workers were

most often at risk. Besides, what I noticed had been noticed

long before. The differences between ordinary and extraor-

dinary illnesses are dependent on a biosocial spacing—often

organized as a geophysical distribution of ordinary and ex-

ceptional bodies and of ordinary and exceptional life, death,

and rotting worlds.3 The geographical component of this bio-

social spacing of environmental harm presupposes and con-

stitutes the connection between race, class, and health, but

these presuppositions in turn lean on legal, medical, and so-

cial distinctions between intentional harms and unintentional

or unconsidered harms. Intentionality—whether personal or
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corporate—is one of the key legal pivots in tort law that distin-

guishes ecological pollution such as that found in poor Austra-

lian Aboriginal communities and in poor African American

neighborhoods from ecological terrorism as it was practiced

or threatened after September 11, 2001.4

As for my sore, the Novopen that the Montreal doctor pre-

scribed did not rid me of the infection, whatever its biological

cause. Just as the largest sore began to heal, satellite sores

emerged around the central infection. By this time, I was

heading back to Darwin, and so I decided to put my faith in

local doctors. Perhaps their casual, deeply familiar approach

to these sores was just the remedy I needed. As I predicted,

the doctor in Darwin laughed, at times uproariously, as he lis-

tened to my stories, especially the anthrax punch line. ‘‘It’s

not anthrax. Just tell them it’s a bad case of streptococcus

or staphylococcus.’’ ‘‘But what is it, really?’’ I asked the doc-

tor. ‘‘I’ve never taken a culture, but I’m sure it’s just staph,’’

he said. He explained that he, too, had been shocked when

first witnessing one of these sores soon after his arrival in Dar-

win from Sydney. All his medical colleagues had reassured

him that they were just staphylococcus or streptococcus and

easily treated with penicillin. He found, over time, this diag-

nosis to be true; and so, while not cavalier about the sores, he

was no longer shocked by them. ‘‘o.k.,’’ I said, ‘‘but how do

I get them? Doesn’t there have to be a pre-existing abrasion

to get staph?’’ He replied, ‘‘You can’t see every little pinprick

you get on your body.Who knows, maybe a mosquito bit you

on your shoulder and you scratched. The real reason you get

sores, though, is because you’re living in an Aboriginal com-

33



munity and they’re filthy places. You can’t break the cycle of

infection in those places. If you give Aborigines antibiotics,

they start them and then they leave them on the shelf to rot.’’

By the time I arrived in Darwin, I had already come to

think that the sores were just a bad case of staphylococcus

or streptococcus, or some nasty combination of both. Right

after my conversation with the Montreal physician, my Chi-

cago doctor left a message on my home phone machine saying

that my sore had cultured for staphylococcus. And while I

was still in the United States, a friend who had co-written an

early textbook on hiv/aids prevention looked up anthrax on

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Web site. It

noted that once anthrax seeps into an environment it is hard

to get it out—and expensive to do so. Schooled by hiv/aids

activism, she observed that the incentive for a government

or a business to diagnose a contaminated environment was

small, because they would then have to clean it up for a poor

black population or justify not cleaning it up. She also pointed

out that the cdc said a doctor had to culture specifically for an-

thrax and that culturing anthrax was not especially easy, and

certainly not routine. Even so, the anthrax theory, if interest-

ing for a moment, seemed a bit far-fetched. The Chicago tests

had come back with staphylococcus. The cdc described an-

thrax as having a telltale black scab. My sore, and all the sores

I had ever had or seen, were volcanoes of rotted flesh, filled

with greenish-yellowish squish, and without a scab. Moreover,

the signs that dotted fences on the pastoral properties I rou-

tinely passed in northern Australia listed tuberculosis and

drucellosis as the diseases of record, not anthrax. Tuberculo-
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sis I knew about. I had watched a Belyuen brother of mine

die of it in 1987. And I am regularly tested for it because of

its circulation in Aboriginal communities.

In any case, by the time I left Darwin, I had more than

enough stories for my friends at Belyuen. I tucked them away

in the backpack of my brain and headed across the harbor.

They enjoyed my stories, as I had expected, and we shared

them with other family and friends up and down the coast. I

soon stopped caring what the biological agent of these sores

was as long as they went away with the right treatment. Be-

sides, in September 2000, the cdc were reporting that there

were no long-term effects from having subcutaneous anthrax,

so if it was anthrax, who cared? And if it was staphylococcus,

or a bit of streptococcus, so what?5

This is an essay about that ‘‘so what.’’ In it, I show how dis-

courses of the autological subject and the genealogical society

create attitudes of interest and disinterest, anxiety and dread,

fault and innocence about certain lives, bodies, and voices

and, in the process, form and deform lives, bodies, and voices.

Recent innovations in research, theory, and method in medi-

cal anthropology and science studies are, of course, the nec-

essary conditions for what I am doing here.6 But this essay

is not a medical anthropology of tropical ulcers or a science

studies account of the social life of rotten things. My object

is neither the medical sciences nor the medical subject, but a

broader dynamic of discourses and practices that is continu-

ally shaping and directing bodies and voices in settler colo-

nies such that some appear as coherent and others incoherent

and such that the source of this coherence and incoherence
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seems to reside inside these various subjects and their social

formations.

The sore is, on the one hand, simply a means by which

I can make visible the various levels, modes, and forms by

which these discourses of autology and genealogy saturate so-

cial life, allowing some voices to be heard, others dismissed,

and allowing some bodies to be treated or left untreated. On

the other hand, the sore is a challenge to this and any study

seeking to grasp discourse in its materiality.Where, after all,

is this sore? Whose is it? What is its biosocial nature? Are dis-

courses of autology and genealogy obligated to this sore, con-

stitutive of it, or merely in an accidental proximity to it? This

is the question: In a post-essentialist theory how do we make

the body matter? To answer this even partially, I track how

modes of address and their material anchors presuppose and

constitute the autological subject and genealogical society as

if they were different in kind even though these subjects and

social worlds are in fact thickly emotionally, socially, and dis-

cursively conjoined. And I track how these practices of ad-

dress meet,order, and deform a multitude of material anchors

—i.e., how they enflesh worlds; how they depend on previous

enfleshments of the world; and how they apprehend this en-

fleshment both in the sense of the ability of these discourses

to grasp the importance, significance, or meaning of this flesh

and in the sense of the ability of these discourses to create a

feeling of anxiety or excitement that something dangerous or

unpleasant might happen in the vicinity of this flesh.

The narrative strategy of the essay is to remain as close as

possible to the multitude of citational practices—law, medi-
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cine, medical ethics, research procedures, speculative plea-

sure, personal affection—and to the multitude of material

anchors in which these citational practices emerge and are

reinforced, challenged, or deemed irrelevant. My hope is that

this tracking will better capture the immanent, performative

struggle over how embodied social life is shaped and how

these immanent dependencies steer material goods and re-

sources.

However, the narrative strategy I have chosen for this essay

runs into the very discursive trouble that I am trying to ana-

lyze. Two problems seem especially pressing. First, how and

why these discourses show up in the following narrative have

everything and nothing to do with my biography. If someone

else were writing this piece who had the ‘‘same’’ sore and the

same theoretical and methodological aspirations, the specific

manifestations of these discourses might nevertheless show

up differently—for instance, if this other writer were a white

man, or straight, or African American, or indigenous Austra-

lian. My wager, however, is that discourses of autology and

genealogy would still be the citational field in which this per-

son played. Second, if I am interested in the ways that some

voices and lives within settler colonies are made coherent and

others incoherent in quotidian practices, then the coordina-

tion of narrative voice and narrative event in this veryessay is a

good example of exactly this. After all, I am the author of this

essay; the authorial voice is my voice and this voice emerges

from the intersection of the narrative event and the narrated

event fairly coherently and unscathed, especially the more I

try to demonstrate exactly where I am becoming unhinged.
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Two

No matter what I said to the Montreal and Chicago doctors,

my Aboriginal friends are not cavalier about all kinds of sores,

nor are they uninterested in the vectors of their transmission.

They know that some kinds of sores can kill you whether or

not you treat them with Western medicine and other kinds of

sores can cripple or kill you if you do not treat them with local

or Western pharmacies.7 Indeed, they live in a landscape of

sores built in part out of what is known in the anthropological

literature and the English-speaking world as the Dreaming—

what I will be referring to as the geontology—and in part out

of the structural conditions of poverty and racism that con-

stitute everyday life along the northwest coastal region.8 It is

important to note at the beginning that these two kinds of

landscapes are tightly intertwined. Though ancestrally ori-

ented, local geontologies are not mimetic to the genealogical

imaginary of customary law. Instead, people I know treat the

ancestral past as the geological material of the present, the

flesh as it is now arranged. How people live within a structure

of poverty has a direct effect on geontological sites.Who gets

staphylococcal-infected sores, whose faucet works, and whose

water is used to flush whose toilets? These mundane socio-

economic variables often determine who knows and is able to

care for various sacred areas in the region. Irene Watson has

made this point powerfully: The Law is not in the past as a

pristine template, but is thoroughly within the worlds made

and inhabited in the present.9

One outcropping of the geontological landscape is Maliya,
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a small mudflat off the west coast of Anson Bay exposed dur-

ing the huge king tides that help define the coastal ecology

of the region. On 14 July 2000, just two weeks before travel-

ing to the Montreal conference on multiple modernities, I was

boating with some of my male brothers and husbands around

Anson Bay, helping them map their respective countries and

sacred sites in the region.We were boating during a nip tide—

a tide that is neither up nor down—and as a result I do not

know for sure whether we passed by the side of Maliya or acci-

dentally passed directlyover it. Perhaps I should mention that

Maliya is an extremely dangerous sore Dreaming. I had first

heard of the site in 1985, when men and women living in sev-

eral Aboriginal communities stretching down the coast from

Darwin were worried that one of their male relatives living

at Balgal would release—some worried he had already re-

leased—the huge blowflies (kalangak) that live inside the site.

Four years later, a Belyuen sister of mine, Daphne Yarrowin,

asked her aunt if her kuga (uncle) had chucked the poison

that the blowflies carried, but was reassured that he had not

because he felt sorry for all the children who would never sur-

vive the plague. If released, the kalangak, which are as large

as sea eagles, swarm from the site, enveloping people, bit-

ing them viciously on their lower backbone (deditunggu), and

leaving them covered with horrible, fatal sores. I would sub-

sequently learn that the first written reference to Maliya was

by researchers working on a land claim in 1978.10 They listed

the site as durlk moliyer (‘‘Dreaming Sore’’) and as belonging

to the Emiyenggal people, specifically two men, Wanggi and

Roy Young Miringa.
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Not just anyone can properly release these kalangak. You

have to know what to do and what language to use when doing

it. Treated improperly, say if you have accidentally bumped

Maliya while boating, the ‘‘poison’’ in the site can ‘‘come le

[at] you.’’ But even when releasing the kalangak properly, ‘‘in

every country you name, no matter what place,’’ innocent

people fall, ‘‘die for good’’—this according to RubyYarrowin,

the daughter of Wanggi. Ten years after I first heard about

Maliya, Ruby Yarrowin described to me the harrowing scene

she had witnessed when she was young and living near Maliya.

You try coverimim up, blanket. But they still biteimbet,

deditunggu (backbone). People been lying down, dead,

everywhere. Wula sore eatimupbet; bone, imliedown

everywhere. I think hard now. I am going to finishup:

Ngayilewudanutheni, ngaladumari.

Maggie Timber, who likewise traveled up and down the

coast during the 1920s and 30s, told a similar story about

Maliya before she died in the mid-1990s. She had a set of

distinctive elements in her story, such as the existence of

houses and window louvers, but her story shared elements

of Ruby Yarrowin’s version of the regional geontology—the

same blanket, the same kalangak, the same deditunggu, the

same reflexivity of imminent personal demise. ‘‘They try

coverimup blanket, they try shutim louvers, that Banagula

area, but wuliya getin, getin, wagaiyentha gaiya. You think

hard now, ‘I gana die.’ ’’11 Many factual elements of Maggie

Timber’s story could be disputed, from her assertion about

the agency of the geontology to the factual problem that there
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were no houses in the Anson Bay coast during the 1920s, let

alone louvers in their phantom windows. I remember think-

ing this when Maggie Timber first told me this story in 1989,

pointing to the louvers in the community housing in which we

were staying at the time, and saying to her, ‘‘Wulgaman, no

louvers that Anson Bay.’’ To which she replied, ‘‘that true,’’

with the disturbing inflection that this fact intensified the

power of the kalangak, rather than diminish it. When doing

research for my first book, I learned that influenza epidemics

had raged throughout the region during the same period in

which Maggie Timber and Ruby Yarrowin saw the dead and

the dying.

If I had told the Montreal doctor about Maliya, I would

have told him of only one of the many active ancestral-based

sources of illness in the north. Take, for example, a set of

conversations that occurred in August 2003 at Belyuen, Daly

River, and Wadeye. These conversations described how a

group of people from Oenpelli, an Aboriginal community in

coastal Arnhem Land, tjukpiya mungarra at a funeral at Ba-

rangga; that is, they intentionally spread a bad cold from an

Oenpelli sacred site at the funeral, reportedly because no one

from Barangga had come to the funeral of a senior ceremo-

nial man held earlier that same year at Oenpelli. From Ba-

rangga the bad cold spread from Aboriginal community to

Aboriginal community as people traveled back to their re-

spective homes after the funeral, eventually reaching the city

of Darwin. When the local Darwin newspaper reported on

the severity of the flu and pinpointed its origin to Beswick

(another name used to refer to Barangga), women and men
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commented, ‘‘Don’t say Barangga munggarra, that Oenpelli

munggarra, that durlg (ancestral site).’’

The sheer fact of the geontology is not, however, the begin-

ning or end of many conversations among indigenous women

and men I know. The speculative pleasure of the Dreaming

as cosmology may rivet the social sciences and publicly pro-

vide just the kind of material necessary to animate theories of

radical translation, undecidability, and indeterminacy at the

intersections of cultural difference. But locally, the existential

fact of Maliya, the Oenpelli munggarra, and other sites like

them is usually placed in a kind of discursive bracket, giving

way to other social concerns. Who knows how to release the

dangerous powers of these sites? What are the personal moti-

vations for doing so? What are the networks of social obliga-

tion, expectation, and exasperation that cause these geophysi-

cal catastrophes? Almost everyone agreed that, in the case

of the Oenpelli munggarra as well as the Anson Bay Maliya,

this form of punishment is, in the common parlance, ‘‘the

hard side of the Aboriginal law.’’ What rivets people I know—

what intensifies their conversation beyond the sheer fact of

the event-catastrophe—is the reason someone or some group,

or the durlg itself, would resort to such a fatal and crippling

mode of social retribution.

Answers to these questions focus on a set of social senti-

ments that men and women refer to as ‘‘jealousy’’ and ‘‘sorry

business.’’ 12 In their use of these words, to be jealous and to

be sorry covers an intersecting emotional terrain that in part

overlaps with the average English uses of the word ‘‘jealousy’’

and the word ‘‘grief.’’ Thus, when people along the northwest

coast use the term ‘‘jealousy’’ they are usually referring to
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emotions that occur when a desired object is possessed or

taken byanother.The desired object remains within the world

of the person who desires it. The question is who possesses

and has access to the thing, place, or person. In contrast, per-

sons in a state of ‘‘sorry business’’ are claiming, or experi-

encing the fact, that a person or object has moved between

ontological realms or that the vital connections between onto-

logical orders have been ruptured. The desired subject or ob-

ject is removed from the world in which living persons have

regular and ordinary access. The ‘‘thing’’ might be a material

object, a lover, or a landscape. And people can continue to

be encountered in places thickly saturated with their sweat

or ancestral presence.13 But this does not change the fact that

sorrow is experienced as the emotional response to the ir-

revocable passing of a thing from one ontological realm to

another.

Men and women speculate that geontological catastrophes

occur where jealousy and sorrow intersect. This intersection

ruptures social ties and produces the experience of radical

aloneness, isolation, and abandonment. The state of being

alone (gamaparrking, ‘‘He is alone, isolated’’), the severe iso-

lation of the subject, is seen as the root cause and consequence

of states of sorrow and jealousy and their subsequent geo-

physical catastrophes. There are various levels of catastro-

phe and various consequences of being jealous or sorry. Large

catastrophes include the kind of geontological manipulations

and shifts that can result when people or places feel aban-

doned, the kinds of catastrophe exemplified in people’s wor-

ries that a grieving relative would activate Maliya. Smaller

catastrophes resulting from sorrow and jealousy include the
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burning of clothes and domestic wares as a dramatic state-

ment that persons have been ignored a bit too much by their

families and left alone (ngamaparrking, ‘‘I am alone, iso-

lated’’).14

People are not the only agents of such geophysical catastro-

phes, however. Ancestral sites often register their sorrow by

literally moving—going underground, shattering, or shifting

location—when a significant ritual leader, a family head, or

the last member of a social group has died. From the point of

view of the ancestral site, the death of the elder person sev-

ers the connection between the ontological orders of human

space-time and ancestral space-time by removing the living

human membrane.

Perhaps not surprisingly, conversations circle around how

this emotional intersection can be avoided or contained, as

conversations did in the wake of the Barangga munggarra at-

tack. The answers to how the more devastating effects of this

emotional terrain can be avoided are surprisingly simple—

visit, sit, and live with each other. In this manner, men and

women diagnose the cause, consequence, and cure of these

catastrophes as running along the same axis. The severe iso-

lation of the subject is the route into the problem and the re-

socialization of the subject is the route out. This tactic works

as well with ancestral sites as it does with people. Men and

women observe how a geontological site might be ‘‘building

back up’’ or ‘‘falling away’’ depending on whether it is visited

or neglected, just as they talk about the bodies of their rela-

tives as building up or falling away according to the tides of

social visitation.
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Maximally embodied social relations—what I sometimes

think of as thick life—make physically and psychologically

healthy persons. From this perspective, we can see that these

discussions about the causes and ameliorations of radical

sorrow are not simply or primarily a hermeneutical exer-

cise. They are not for the production of texts that then lend

themselves to interpretation and the generation of meaning.

Instead, these discussions and others like them, whether sup-

porting or contesting the reason for sorrow and its remedia-

tion, constitute both local socialities and their enfleshments.

These discussions are one means by which the social relations

that constitute this mode of sorrow, the activities that sur-

round it, and the fleshes that animate it continue to be rele-

vant to local life. Referring to grief and sorrow, speculating on

what pushes someone into acting catastrophically, and urg-

ing a mode of socially proximate emotional relief continually

reconstitute the actual concrete world in which people live as

a world where these things matter in terms of social and ma-

terial supports.

Because these discussions occur within the present-time

of the settler colony, they also are always already about the

difference between the emphases that settler and indigenous

people place on social relations and the self. At Belyuen this

emphasis is sometimes put in terms of ‘‘clean skin’’ (skin

without sores, lice, scabies, or scars). To be within a socially

thick world is to expose the skin to its play and its care. ‘‘Who

gave you those mimbi (lice), Beth? Patsy-Anne (menggen) or

John Moreen (nera)?’’ In these scenes, intimacy is an intensi-

fied form of a social relation. It is to become more kin-like,
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more ritually oriented, more for and from an ancestrally or

residentially saturated place. People with too many lice, too

many sores, too much scabies have too few if any family, but

so do people with no lice, sores, or scabies. For them, the sore

on my body is not my sore, though whose sore it is may be

unclear, may take social work to unpack, may lead me into

the mud of Maliya or more simply to the kinship of husbands

and wives. In any case, here at Belyuen, my flesh is always

already stretched across multiple possible material anchors.

In perhaps their most damning social analysis of settler so-

ciety, indigenous men and women from the northwest coast

observe how comfortable white people are living alone, how

they seem satisfied by the thinnest embrace of the conjugal

couple, how they would rather be alone (gamaparrking) than

have one little louse.

Three

But even here at Belyuen some of these material anchors de-

mand very different presuppositions about the body, its loca-

tion, and its care. Belyuen friends and family might focus on

the social and geontological conditions of enfleshment, and by

doing so, iterate them, but they meet medical, legal, and eco-

nomic institutions that address these social and geontological

conditions in more or less diagonal and tangential terms. For

instance, no one from Belyuen or from surrounding coastal

communities has ever traveled with me to the United States,

let alone to the clinics I visited in Chicago and Montreal.They

do, however, regularly travel through local community clin-
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ics, hospitals in Darwin, and sometimes hospitals in south-

ern cities. Over the course of their lives, they have encoun-

tered significant changes in how these clinics and hospitals

approach their health care and indigenous health care gener-

ally. In recent years, particular attention has been paid to the

dynamic relationship between culture and indigenous health.

Aboriginal health activists have fought hard to place respect

for cultural beliefs at the forefront of indigenous health care

research and practice. And they have, in concrete institu-

tional ways, installed a culturally sensitive, indigenously con-

trolled approach to health into procedural and substantive

aspects of research and policy. For example, in 1986, the Ab-

original Health Research Ethics Committee (ahrec) was im-

plemented for all research in South Australia. The ahrec

stipulated that

the ethical guidelines set out by the National Health

and Medical Research Council be adhered to in relation

to securing individual and community consent to par-

ticipate in the research. Acceptability of Methodology.

That the culture and geography of the Aboriginal com-

munity be taken into consideration in developing re-

search methodology that is acceptable. Benefit to Com-

munity. That research assists Health Workers in better

management of health problems in the community and

that intervention studies are preferred in that the com-

munity would benefit directly from the research being

carried out as opposed to investigatory research. Feed-

back to Community. That the right of individuals to gain
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access to information resulting from their participation

in the research be acknowledged and provided by re-

searcher and for the Aboriginal Health Research Ethics

Committee to be furnished with data resulting from

specific studies.15

In 2003, the National Health and Medical Research Coun-

cil discussed some of the sociopolitical conditions for sepa-

rating ethical guidelines pertaining to ‘‘all Australians, in-

cluding Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People’’ from

a ‘‘complementary set of guidelines covering research in Ab-

original and Torres Strait Islander Health.’’16 The report

notes a number of social changes that propelled this separa-

tion, including increasing collaborative partnerships among

research institutes and communities, more Aboriginal and

Torres Strait Islander people involved in research as research-

ers, and a general increase in the level of interest in indige-

nous health research. The immediate end of the new guide-

lines was to standardize the ethics of research in these new

contexts. But the guidelines were also meant to establish a

sense of trust in ‘‘the enterprise of research itself ’’ 17 among

indigenous people in the long run.

These new ethical protocols do not meet a virgin world,

however.Theycirculate into indigenous worlds alreadycondi-

tioned by previous interactions with health research and care.

The same Ruby Yarrowin who watched Maliya kill family

members in the Banagula region experienced the irrelevance

of her beliefs about death and dying when she was a young

mother. In the 1940s, she was detained in a small Darwin jail
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cell without a translator because she had buried her baby boy

in the bush after he died of a bronchial infection. Speaking

no English, she had no idea why or to what end she was being

held. In the early 1980s, Ruby Yarrowin, Maggie Timber, and

other middle-aged and elderly women and men were sought

out by academic and popular students of Aboriginal Bush

Medicine to provide detailed accounts of their local pharma-

copoeia. RubyYarrowin refused to participate, though others

did.

In the late 1990s, RubyYarrowin also refused to have physi-

cians remove a large lump from her arm and refused to say

consistently why she refused—the reasons were her ‘‘secret.’’

To be sure, in local vocabularies ‘‘secret’’ often signals an

extra-physical, often geontological, reasoning. But her rea-

sons could have been based on any number of things, includ-

ing her sense, brewed in the mid-1940s, that white doctors lie

or are cruel. The physicians called on her daughters to con-

vince her that the lump was ‘‘just a physical condition’’ in case

she was worried that it was associated with some other ‘‘cul-

tural meaning.’’ And, as in many such instances, indigenous

health care workers and local family members were asked to

mediate between the non-indigenous doctors and RubyYarro-

win. The lump was eventually removed. In the process, sen-

sitivity was shown to local social practices and cultural be-

liefs. Yet, here we see the precise point Emma Kowal and Yin

Paradies have recently made, that researchers and practition-

ers trained in cultural sensitivity attempt ‘‘to escape neocolo-

nialism’’ only to find that they are left in a ‘‘bind common to

many postcolonial situations. They must relieve the ill-health
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of indigenous people without acting upon them; change them

without declaring that change is required.’’18

This bind is not merely the result of an internal tension

within the field of culturally sensitive medical research and

delivery, but an effect of the impossibility of quarantining

the medical subject from other types of subjects within the

nation-state. For instance, if Ruby Yarrowin were to base the

medical care of one of her children or grandchildren on her

belief about Maliya or other sites like it, a medical condi-

tion might quickly change into a legal condition—social wel-

fare policies or statutes pertaining to child abuse might sud-

denly be cited as the relevant framework for understanding

such ‘‘care.’’ And yet even though Maliya cannot maintain its

status of truth in certain instances of medical treatment—

its geontology cannot trump biomedical epistemologies—in

other legal settings it is not merely the basis of casual plea-

sures and coffee table books on bush medicine, but the de-

mand of law.

Take, for instance, Ruby Yarrowin’s rendition of Maliya’s

powers during the Lower Daly River Land Claim hearing.

Mr. Keely: He is dangerous one, you have said?

Ruby Yarrowin: Yes, dangerous that one. If you chuck

him, you will die. If you touch that people.

Mr. Keely: If you chuck them?

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah.

Mr. Keely: People?

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah, they’re dreaming.

Mr. Keely: If you chuck them, people might die?
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Ruby Yarrowin: Everyone. People.

Mr. Keely: Right, what are you talking of—chucking?

Chucking what?

Ruby Yarrowin: Chucking the water . . . or bamboo.

Mr. Keely: Chucking water or poking him with a bam-

boo, you are talking.

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah.

Mr. Keely: In that dreamtime story, where does the

blowfly bite you? He bite somebody?

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah.

Mr. Keely: He bite people?

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah, they are to kill him, killing you,

and you fall down.

Mr. Keely: He kills you—

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah, back one.

Mr. Keely:—by biting you in the back.

RubyYarrowin: Yeah. Everyone died. Didn’t even look.

Mr. Keely: At Maliya.

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah.

Mr. Keely:—there are some bones there? Before, did

you look at some bones there, that place?

Ruby Yarrowin: Yeah, bones everywhere really, bone

really—everywhere, taking my people everywhere.

They fall down and die everywhere. Have a look bone.19

For her narrative to be effective in this legal setting, Ruby

Yarrowin’s voice needs to index—refer to and entail—dis-

courses of the genealogical society that situate her within the

counter-world of the autonomy of reason. The confirmation
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of this counter-world’s conjuring pivots on an actual event

that is transformed into a mythological event—Ruby Yarro-

win’s personal account of witnessing the horrific effects of sor-

row is transformed into a ‘‘dreamtime story.’’ In this narrative

conjuring, ‘‘bone really’’ and ‘‘bones everywhere’’ become

moments of speculative reason and speculative pleasure, the

‘‘what if ’’ of a fairy tale. The pleasure of these ‘‘stories’’ arises

in part from the figuration of the customary as rationality’s

receding horizon.20 They become part mythological and part

archaeological, even as they cease being about actual being

and start being about the cultural encrustations of facts. Of

course, legal assessments of the ‘‘traditional Aboriginal’’ do

not draw only from these modal transformations. They draw

equallyon racial and sexual discourses—education level, skin

pigmentation, marriage practices. The closer these and other

indices come to creating a visual and sonic field compatible

to current thematizations of the ‘‘traditional Aboriginal,’’ the

tighter the projection of Ruby Yarrowin into this field.

The kinds of transfigurations occurring in this land claim

do not merely occur in land claims. In a doctor’s office, Maliya

and munggarra are interesting stories, a cultural poesis, but

they are unable to maintain their status of truth or even prac-

tical knowledge when push comes to shove. In legal contexts

other than land claims, the indigenous subject is stretched

across an autological and genealogical divide rather than

beached on one side of this divide. In criminal procedures

in Australia, cultural beliefs and attitudes are not a basis for

criminal charges but can be taken into consideration during

sentencing. If a crime was committed because of a custom-
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ary obligation then the sentence can be lightened—the crime

is mitigated but not excused. Many younger indigenous men

and women living along the northwest coast are well aware

of this sentencing flexibility—one of my husbands steering

the boat during our trip to Maliya has relied on this distinc-

tion between charge and sentencing to mitigate several assault

charges.21

What is important here is not whether RubyYarrowin is or

is not traditional or whether she did or did not see the devas-

tating effects of kalangak. Ruby Yarrowin could remain silent

about her beliefs and still be as ‘‘traditional’’ as she is when

she is talking. Or she could not believe a hoot of what she was

saying. But no matter what she does, the doing is already em-

bedded in a network of discursive matrixes that apprehends

her actions under the sign of the autological subject or gene-

alogical society. And she must do something. She must care for

herself at the multidimensional and multifunctional intersec-

tion of law, public culture, and practical knowledge. She must

navigate clinics, dreaming sites, legal protocols, and camp-

ing grounds as well as navigate their games of truth about

the indigenous self, even as she makes decisions in the con-

text of very local debates about what knowledge should cir-

culate through the community and beyond. She and others

must continually ask and answer the question of exactly when

a law, economy, or health care plan pertains to ‘‘all Australi-

ans, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People’’

and when it pertains only to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-

lander people. In clinics, Ruby Yarrowin must act as if her

knowledge and belief in Maliya and the Barangga mungarra
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did not really matter, in legal hearings as if it did. She must

do so even though she cannot be sure what would happen if

she actually acted on this knowledge and belief.

In other words, one aspect of the cunning of recognition is

the transformation of a discourse of demand into a discourse

of recognition—the demand that Ruby Yarrowin have a spe-

cific kind of knowledge about Maliya and a specific proposi-

tional attitude toward it if she is to be recognized as a ‘‘tradi-

tional Aboriginal subject.’’ Another aspect of the cunning of

recognition is the bracketing of the incoherence of these mul-

tiple external demands on the indigenous subject as she tra-

verses the incommensurately coordinated social institutions.

This second bracketing is especially significant since the ways

that indigenous subjects move strategically across the vari-

ous demanding environments of law, health, economy, and

social welfare are recycled into the disciplinary apparatus of

the state. The lack of traditional attitude toward health care

and ritual practice can be, and has been, used to undermine

land claims.

Equally important is the fact that this second bracket

allows critics and practitioners some distance from the gro-

tesque misalignment of the rhetorics of cultural preservation

within the practices of life preservation. These critics and

practitioners can claim that these other contexts are not rele-

vant to the case in hand. But we must break this bracket if

we are to see how legal imaginaries of the flesh and the actual

temporality of indigenous flesh are out of joint. The specula-

tive pleasure of the law of cultural recognition as well as its

legislative force pivots on a delicate intersection of knowledge
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and age—old people with old knowledge. But because of the

health collapse within Aboriginal society, age is the one thing

people usually don’t have. On the small boat mapping Maliya

and other sites along the Anson Bay coast was a man, Trevor

Bianamu, a brother of mine who was about thirty-five at the

time. As we sailed along the coast, the men shared what they

had learned from their relatives about its historical and spiri-

tual contours. And theydiscussed the pressure that would fall

on them if a legal contest over the land took place. My brother

quipped that he was not worried because he would just make

the ‘‘old people’’ do the talking. We were at that point pass-

ing by his country, Banagaiya. His brothers and I looked at

him and said, ‘‘Mana (brother), you are the old person got

your family, man side.’’ And he had been, since he was 26,

the oldest male member of his patrilineally defined family.

When Trevor Bianamu said he would make the old people

talk, he was just repeating what he had heard and seen in

other land claims and consultations over the years. He had

witnessed several land claims by this time and knew that

lawyers preferred to have the eldest members of a descent

group speak for their family group—usually meaning people

in their middle fifties or sixties, and, where possible, seven-

ties and eighties: ‘‘Pulupiya people,’’ or grey-headed people.

He and his age mates had been endlessly passed over as ‘‘too

young’’ or too drunk when lawyers and consultants arrived in

the community looking for the proper people with whom to

discuss traditional land issues. And whose fault is that? Most

indigenous bureaucracies are grossly under-funded, chroni-

cally under-staffed, and constantly under political assault.
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They do not have the time to find, move, feed, and nurture

more than the most necessary people for any land-related

issue. These tasks are said to reside properly within the in-

digenous family, clan, or community even as these families,

clans, and communities are themselves struggling to find the

means to pay for rent, food, and schooling.

Even as these incoherencies are written into the everyday

fabric of indigenous life, other bodies and voices are being

made articulate as they move across institutional spaces.They

are not articulate; they are made articulate. Take me, for in-

stance. I have discussed all of the above ways of thinking about

bodies and their social and material conditions with the doc-

tors and lawyers I have worked with over the last twenty-odd

years. In these conversations I am addressed as an expert

on cultural belief and its rational groundings. I am invited

to speculate with them on the possibility, for instance, that

flu epidemics and streptococcal infections may have been the

vector of the deaths and illness that these women described,

and perhaps also the cultural initialization of Maliya, mung-

garra, and other active ancestral sites. In these conversations,

I can insist that these places and events have no need of radical

translation and that they must simply be addressed on their

own terms. I do not, however, become indigenous at this mo-

ment. I become ‘‘over-identified’’ with my indigenous friends

and familyor I become ‘‘belligerent’’ and ‘‘unreasonable.’’ Or,

more interestingly, I risk losing my status as an expert and

someone interesting to talk with.Whatever I become, this be-

coming usually does not affect the diagnosis and government

of my diseased body. I can say anything and receive care in a
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form that seems to fit my life because the institutions of care

had ‘‘me’’ in mind.

All of which is to say little more than that the treatment of

my sore is not dependent on the ontological presence or ab-

sence of Maliya, my existential encounter with Maliya, or my

belief in Maliya. In fact, I live in the same complex, multiply

structured world that my indigenous friends do. I, too, must

decide whether sharing a life with my indigenous friends is

more important than being exposed to low levels of infection.

I, too, must decide whether I will inhabit a life-world in which

sharing a sore is a necessary precondition of being together,

side-by-side, one cup, food that travels from mouth to mouth.

But I share this necessity differently even as I share it. I can

produce myself as a stranger to it, as a self-governing sub-

ject of it, passively or actively—just being quiet in the doc-

tor’s office and letting him assume what he is likely to assume

so that I can get my medicine quickly—without disrupting

other distribution networks that make up the broad nervous

system in which my body is produced. I will be made auto-

logical everywhere I go, qualified by the obvious difference of

my sex and sexuality, but autological all the same. This is not

so for my friends and colleagues in Australia. And it is exactly

the irrelevance of Maliya to my clinic experience that suggests

how autology and genealogy, and their carnal anchors, func-

tion most tenaciously, steering the course of action and the

shape of discourse by functioning most invisibly in situations

in which nothing more remarkable is going on than deciding

which part of one’s life is relevant to a doctor changing one’s

bandage.
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Of course, none of this is true. None of these institutions of

care has been formed with me in mind, but only with ‘‘me’’ in

mind, insofar as ‘‘I’’ am closer or further from the regulatory

norm and the normal body. To reach toward this norm, I, too,

must contort my voice and body to fit its shifting horizon.

Four

The rendition of care, curiosity, and calamity that I provided

the Chicago and Montreal doctors was anything but com-

plete, even leaving aside the beliefs and practices of friends

living along the northwest coast of Australia. As the physi-

cians probed me about the source of my sore and about how

it was usually treated, I left out another set of social worlds I

regularly inhabit. I did not tell the Montreal doctor that, the

night before coming to the public clinic, my friend and col-

league Michael Warner, also at the conference, had agreed to

change the bandage on my shoulder so that we could attend

the last day of Divers/Cité, Montreal’s lesbian, gay, bisexual,

and transgendered pride celebrations. Michael wanted to see

the featured performer that evening, Mado Lamotte. It was a

difficult job, changing my bandage. Michael struggled to dis-

tinguish which part of my shoulder was the wick, which was

rotted flesh, and which was alive. He eventually gave up and

carefully re-bandaged the entire mess. I don’t remember if I

told him the medication I was on. But we both would have

known that Septrim was widely prescribed for the prevention

of pcp (Pneumocystis pneumonia) in people with hiv/aids.

After the conference I was off to a date with an old friend
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of Michael’s. And so, as he and I worked on re-bandaging my

shoulder for our night out, we discussed the ethics of dating

with a sore as hideous looking and as fundamentally undiag-

nosed as mine, stumbling around for a genre into which we

could insert and make sense of my sore and sexuality. We

were, as Cindy Patton has put it, ‘‘thinking without a proper

name.’’22 Not surprisingly, given the sexual discourses and

worlds we shared, we fairly rapidly made recourse to a lan-

guage of sex-positive safe sex—the ethical and medical im-

perative to disclose one’s health status to actual and potential

sexual partners.We discussed this ethic in the casual way that

so many people of a certain age do in the United States. Our

conversation was not groundbreaking or world-shattering by

any means, just two people engaged in a mundane review

of the importance of taking individual responsibility for the

transmission of disease in a society structured by stranger so-

ciality. (Which, parenthetically, may well be what irks many

on the religious right—the casualness of this way of think-

ing ethically in the domain of sex.) Casual or profound, our

conversation cross-hatched elements from the various social

worlds that we were a part of, and in the process sutured

together, if only for a moment, a new bodily matrix. Sores

acquired from one social world entered into another, and as

they did so, they were refigured by local discourses.

Although Michael and I spoke of my sore in the every-

day language of safe sex, the sociomedical history of the sore

rattled the intelligibility of this discursive move—no less in

its presuppositions about individual disclosure and stranger

publics than in its biomedical nature. What, after all, was I
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supposed to disclose to the woman I was dating? I wasn’t even

sure what the source or agent of these sores was, what risk I

was exposing her to. I could tell her I was likely to continue to

have these sores periodically because my life seemed insepa-

rable from the lives of my indigenous friends and family in

northern Australia and because their lives were likely to re-

main mired in the poverty and racism that helped cause these

sores. But this explanatory frame—that poverty and racism

are the cause if not the agent of these sores (not so different

an explanation from that given to me by the Darwin physi-

cian) and that my health was now linked to their health via

deeply felt kinship obligations—strains the flesh of the body

that Michael and I inhabited. It stretches its skin and internal

organs away from the biomedical and bioethical discourse of

safe sex and the world of stranger sociality it presupposes, and

re-grafts it onto geophysics of a different sort, a geophysics

of thick ties of kinship, friendship, and ritual as well as the

thick transfers of wealth, health, and power that these thick

social worlds make possible and inhibit. In other words, a dif-

ferent supra-organic body is built when the inequalities of

white and black, North and South, settler and indigenous are

the primary axis of the body that exists between me and my

indigenous family and friends. My sore stops being only a bio-

logical agent that needs to be treated and begins being also

a social relation that needs to be addressed. It is this trans-

national body that Thabo Mbeki has controversially evoked

in his hiv/aids policy, that Aboriginal artists have evoked in

several well-known hiv/aids awareness posters, and that the

Canadian Aboriginal aids Network has evoked in its harms-
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reduction approach to the epidemic.23 It is also the body that

indigenous friends evoke when they describe the difference

between indigenous and white people as resting on the rela-

tive value of the skin and sociality—that whites care more

about the smoothness of their skin (‘‘clean skin’’) than the

condition of their social relations.They would rather sleep far

away from each other than risk getting lice, sores, and scabies.

Still, why wouldn’t I tell the Montreal physician about the

previous night’s tampering of my bandage? What discursive

forces were with me in that public clinic that helped shape

and direct my language? One set of social vectors pressing

onto this scene was a portrait with hiv/aids emerging at the

intersection of two different portraits of social pathology. On

the one hand, hiv/aids has been portrayed as the pathological

product of genealogical sociability. Early medical bulletins,

circulated across world health organizations, warned about

the spread of hiv in indigenous communities through sexual

laxity, ritual culture, and addiction; in other words, through

either the continuityof customary kinship obligations or their

breakdown. On the other hand, hiv/aids has long been por-

trayed as the pathological product of the autological subject at

the extreme end of stranger sociality. Because I sit at the inter-

section of these two possibilities, the Montreal physician was

less likely to dissect the intercommunal body that Michael

and I had built than to tether it together more tightly with

the two ends of the same pathological rope—too much gene-

alogy, too much autology, too many kin, too many strangers.

And so, if he wasn’t thinking about the perverse sexual body,

I wasn’t going to help him waste our time by going down
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what I considered to be a misguided diagnostic path. True, I

wanted this sore to go away and, given my upcoming date, I

wanted a medically authorized judgment that these kinds of

sores were not communicable. But I didn’t want to get into

a discussion about gay and indigenous sexual cultures. All of

these motivations were part of the forces that shut my mouth

and kept me silent. And all of these silences are part of the

delicate apparatus by which the discourses of autology and

genealogy are maintained in liberal worlds. In the effort to

get the sore cleaned up and re-bandaged quickly so that I

could get back to the conference, I, too, treated my sexuality,

Maliya, and my Australian friends and family as irrelevant to

the diagnosis and governance of my body. I managed, without

anyone asking me to do so, a set of possible alignments be-

tween perverse ‘‘pathological’’ cultures—the ritual pathology

of Aboriginality and the sexual pathology of undomesticated

gay stranger sociality. Friends in indigenous Australia man-

age other alignments—creating, or not, genealogical spaces

and times that do not disturb autological ideologies.

Adelaide, Australia (ap)—Because of ceremonial shar-

ing of blood, as well as a general absence of safe sex prac-

tices, Australian aborigines are at high risk of devasta-

tion by aids, according to the findings of a state inquiry.

hiv is spreading rapidly, and some aborigines have al-

ready died from the disease, said the report by South

Australian Parliament’s Social Development Commit-

tee. Alcohol abuse and the lack of ‘‘cultural sanctions

against multiple sex partners’’ contribute to unsafe sex
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and transmission of the virus, stated the report. Also,

in many rituals, aborigines cut themselves with a stick

or rock and risk spreading the disease by sharing the

cutting object, the report concluded.24

I am not cavalier about the danger that hiv/aids poses to

indigenous people and communities. hiv/aids prevention in

Australia has been far more aggressive than in the United

States. The 1980s and 1990s saw a massive safe-sex campaign

addressed to the general public and to gay and indigenous

communities that helped to reduce the spread of hiv/aids

in Australia. Face-to-face encounters were one of the tex-

tual means by which information about hiv/aids circulated

through indigenous worlds. Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal

video directors and screenwriters such as Ruth Carr, Cath-

erine Adams, Mimi Pulka, and Tracey Moffat also produced

works about and directed to indigenous communities. Infec-

tion rates are, as a consequence, relatively low, and seem to

have peaked in the 1980s. In 1999, about one hundred people

died of aids and about fourteen thousand were living with

hiv/aids, around 0.15 percent of the adult population.25How-

ever, from 1994 to 2000, according to the cdc, the rate of new

cases among urban indigenous Australians was four times

higher than the average in the general population.26

These calculations of risk and the comparative epidemi-

ology on which they rest presuppose a certain level of homo-

geneity within population groups even as, according to Stacy

Leigh Pigg, they ‘‘promulgate a particular set of ideas about

the sexual and reproductive body.’’27 And yet, these popula-
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tions and their discursive and material grounds are quite di-

verse. In some indigenous social networks, the difference be-

tween being and not being Aboriginal is a defining feature of

daily interactional space. Because this kind of social distinc-

tion lies in the foreground, the struggle to define ‘‘Aboriginal’’

—its explicable and numerable cultural, social, and environ-

mental dimensions—defines local cultural politics. Who is

and is not indigenous is the struggle of identity. In other social

networks, Aboriginality is the daily backdrop of interactional

space—nearlyeveryone is Aboriginal—and so other regional,

ecological, ritual, clan, community, and language identities

are more important for defining and navigating everyday life.

In many indigenous communities along the northwest coast,

for instance, the question is usually not what defines an Ab-

original person but rather what it is to be a coastal rather

than an inland person, with all the kinship and ritual ramifi-

cations of this ecological distinction. As a result, the disper-

sion of discourses of safe sex, sexual identity, and sexuality

through indigenous worlds varies significantly from urban to

suburban to rural spaces, from the heavily populated south

to the more sparsely populated north. And when discourses

of safe sex, sexual identity, and sexuality circulate in places

like the northwest coast, they circulate among, and articulate,

already existing life-worlds. The thematics of safe sex, sexual

identity, and sexuality meet life-worlds with specific notions

about how social goods and harms are distributed across age,

gender, and kinship, about where the body is and how it can

or cannot extend across physical and mental space.

Take, for instance, a conversation that occurred in 1989.
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A group of indigenous women and I were sitting on the north

coast of the Cox Peninsula, whiling away the late morning

discussing the syntax of Emiyenggal, when a Toyota Land

Cruiser filled with strangers drove up. Several women, some

white, some indigenous, popped out of the truck, and after

a brief introduction began to discuss with us the importance

and mechanics of safe sex in the prevention of sexually trans-

mitted diseases and hiv/aids. To demonstrate the use of con-

doms, they pulled a dildo from one of their bags and attached

it to a piece of plywood. It was quite an uncanny sight—the

white flesh-colored dildo swaying back and forth on the piece

of plywood, my linguistic notes flapping in the breeze, the

remains of half-eaten fish and bread from our morning break-

fast attracting the interest of flies and dogs. Very quickly, as

was their way, the women began entertaining each other with

a particular coastal ribaldry in a mixture of Emiyenggal and

Aboriginal English not parsable to the strangers. The women

joked about whether the visitors were suggesting that we not

only put the condom on the dildo, but that we then test out

the entire contraption on each other.

When the older women joked about strapping on the dildo,

they relied on, and entailed, the continuing relevance of the

social distinction between what anthropologists term cross-

cousins and parallel cousins, and what the women term in

Emiyenggal panen/menggen and mane/edje or in creole hus-

band/wife and brother/sister. Because of the dense kinship

networks that compose their lives, every woman on that beach

had several menggen sitting next to her. Speakers chose spe-

cific women as the address of their discursive play (erere), not
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a menggen in general, but a specific menggen. These modes of

play intensify kinship relations, turning a dead category into

a more intimate affair, not an intimacy that punctures kin-

ship, but an intimacy that constitutes retroactively the truth

of kinship as a persistent and relevant category of social life.

In this way, these modes of address are creative and produc-

tive as much as they are normative and disciplinary.They pull

immanent desires and alliances into actual social worlds, cre-

ating actual affective and discursive dependencies where be-

fore there were only potential dependencies. They mobilize

kinship, age grades, and gender to sweeten certain same-sex

and cross-sex relations through a rough, sexually explicit dis-

cursive play (erere, yedametj ). Is this sexuality? Only in the

most reduced and decontextualized sense. These women are

not choosing between homosexuality and heterosexuality, or

between discourses of alliance and discourses of sexuality.

They are instead constituting social dependencies beyond the

conjugal couple; reducing harm through the formation of

broader social networks; and enjoying each other’s wit.

These women cannot hermetically seal off their practices

of sociality from discourses of hetero- and homosexuality

and stranger sociality, however, even if they wanted to. After

all, discourses of sexuality were already within the languages

and practices of safe sex circulating across countless beaches

and community clinics as well as in newspapers and on tele-

vision, radio, and Internet sites by the time we were discuss-

ing the syntax of Emiyenggal. An incident with two girls, each

about ten in 1989, suggests some of the ways these discourses

are coordinated, contested, and absorbed locally. One day,
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as we were fishing along a creek, one of the girls, Anna, de-

clared to the other, and to everyone gathered around, that

when she grew up she was going to marry her cross-cousin

(I gana marry you menggen when I get bigger). A mother

of Anna—who was about twenty at the time—corrected her

daughter, saying that girls marry boys, not other girls, to

which Anna replied, turning to her grandmother, ‘‘Neh, I can

marry her. I call her wife. I can marry her. Eh Nana?’’ Anna’s

grandmother, who was sitting nearby, agreed, saying, ‘‘That

her wife, that her proper menggen, finished, you can’t make

im different.’’ The older women’s statement did not end the

argument, for Anna’s mother retorted, ‘‘wulgamen you no

more sebi, that different, that not menggen that lesbian.’’ For

Anna’s grandmother, these were absolutely different social

skins, but not the way her daughter had suggested: ‘‘No, no,

don’t say that, you wrong yourself, you say menggen, you say

wife, that girl can play with that other girl, that not lesbian

that menggen.’’

It would be easy to claim that Anna’s grandmother con-

stituted the separation between menggen and lesbian on the

basis of the difference between kinship and stranger sociali-

ties and that, as she did so, Anna’s grandmother was consti-

tuting the continual relevance of local modes of desire and

association in the face of the globalization of the hetero-homo

binary.28 But the separation that Anna’s grandmother made

was supported by much more than the mere distinction be-

tween kin and strangers. It rested on an entire set of pre-

suppositions about the body and its possible extensions—on

a more general way of thinking about the body as a material

67



extension into and out of the physical and social world as that

world is now organized.

For some the tensile nature of kinship mediates social life.

Kinship wires the deep recesses of the body. A complex co-

ordination of muscles, organs, and joints signal the wellbeing

of various kin, sacred ancestral sites, and ritual events. For

others, the body extends more generally across quotidian ma-

teriality. For instance, in 1989, one of my brothers, Anthony

Bilbil, who was about fifteen at the time, got furious with his

older brother. Anthony claimed his brother cut his foot. The

proximate cause of his injury was a piece of glass he acciden-

tally stepped on. But what really caused his injury, according

to Anthony, was that his older brother had touched his sleep-

ing blanket, violating the bodily separation of siblings. These

kinds of extensions of the body affect women and men. But

once into their maturity, men and women tend to face these

extensions in different ways. Men are usually the victims of

social predators such as munggul—men who use young pretty

women from other areas as bait to capture local men, remov-

ing their kidney fat and filling the void with dry grass.The vic-

tims have hollow backs, like large mudcrabs, light and with-

out any beef inside, liable to death from the slightest wound.

Women are more likely to be the victims of tjukpiya—the use

of ritually imbued spit to cause traumatic deafness. Women

warn men against traveling to certain places after reports of

munggul, or socializing and sexualizing with women with ‘‘dif-

ferent faces.’’ Men tell women not to take certain roads to hunt

or to visit relatives lest they interrupt male ceremonies and

become a victim of tjukpiya or worse.
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Of course, these kinds of accounts of the body and its dif-

ference are just the kinds of things that medical and legal

regimes of recognition wish to support, perhaps through

copyright.29When culture/custom is considered to have posi-

tive social or moral values, then demanding this determination

is seen as merely recognizing facts on the ground.Take, forex-

ample, two exchanges in a land claim between Betty Bilawag,

Ester Barradjap, and their respective lawyers on the subject

of kinship and marriage.

Mr. Keely: Which mob do you belong to, Betty?

Betty Bilawag: Marriamu, my tribe.

Mr. Keely: When you got married to that old man

Mosec, was that a promised marriage or not?

Betty Bilawag: Yes, that my promised husband.

Mr. Keely: He was promised by whom?

Betty Bilawag: By my father promised to Mosec.30

Mr. Young: Okay, good. Was that marriage between

Agnes Lippo and Tom Lippo, was that a promised mar-

riage?

Ester Barradjap: Yes.

Mr. Young: And what about your marriage to Tom?

Ester Barradjap: It promised, same.

Mr. Young: Promised marriage, same. Now, is there—

who arranged your marriage to Tom?

Ester Barradjap: My father.31

Note the various levels of genealogical discourse indexed

in this exchange—the law of paternity, the law of custom,

and the law of obligation. Other women, who did not marry
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promised husbands, or for whom no promised husband was

arranged for various reasons (not least because of the social

chaos of the colonial period and its aftermaths in the post-

colony), are not equally ‘‘good subjects’’ of the law of rec-

ognition. In an exploratory discussion for this claim another

woman was asked if her husband was promised. She replied

that he wasn’t but qualified this reply with the statement that

he was nevertheless her proper cousin, i.e., lawful according

to the custom of kinship and marriage.This form of address is

found not only in this particular land claim, or in land claims

in particular. It is a field of address in which a regime of rec-

ognition demands a regime of genealogical determination as

the condition for authenticity.

It is precisely here that we need to remember that all of

these bodily extensions into the physical and social world

occur within the actual worlds where people live, not in some

other world—not some counter-factual world of an enchanted

Dreamtime. And we need to remember that all of these lan-

guages and practices of kinship, the body, and desire are also

interpreted with regard to how indigenous men and women

imagine settler subjects apprehending them and with regard

to the power they have in shaping these imaginaries. Indige-

nous women and men have sharply critical positions on how

they are inserted into discourses of the genealogical society

and the proper indigenous subject. A few years ago, I was en-

gaged in a conversation about ‘‘proper marriage forms’’ with

a middle-aged mother of mine, Marjorie Bilbil, who had re-

fused her own arranged marriage.We were discussing among

which language groups it had been ‘‘proper’’ (also ‘‘right
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way’’) for younger women to marry their mother’s father’s

brother and why it was proper for women to marry certain

men in their grandparents’ generation but not for men to do

the same (‘‘women go up, men go down’’). At the very mo-

ment that I created a knot between traditional marriage and

modern sexism, Marjorie Bilbil—whom I had known closely

for eighteen years at that point—observed, without much of

a transition, ‘‘White people marry anyone, like dog really, eh

Bet.’’ I qualified this statement by saying that, properly, they

married anyone except members of their immediate family;

they were qualified dogs. She responded that this was true,

that white people were ‘‘back to front’’ in almost every con-

ceivable way. Given the local emphasis on indirect forms of

social critique, ‘‘white people’’ included anyone asking these

kinds of questions—including me.

In short, when the group of women argued about the

meaning of marriage, kinship, and sexuality, they did so on

the edge of a creek that spilled into all of these local and

translocal discourses—the sexual proclivity of various ances-

tral sites, the ongoing drama of Will and Grace broadcast

on the local television channels, the coverage of white pedo-

philes in the local Murdoch-owned newspaper, the drink-

ing parties that crisscross Aboriginal communities in which

reggae, hip hop, and wangga are combined. The ubiquitous

nature of the mass media and the longstanding social rela-

tions across indigenous and settler personal and institutional

spaces have long ago invaginated kinship with other organi-

zations of social life, desire, the body, and stranger intimacy.

In these ways, local bodies are not merely open to kin, ances-
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tral sites, and ritual events.They are also open to the drama of

Western sexuality with its antagonisms and phobias, oppor-

tunities and exasperations. The binary opposition between

heterosexuality and homosexuality, and the presumptions

of stranger sociality that subtend them both, enter through

very local discourses and practices, thickening one set of so-

cial relays, thinning others, displacing and unhinging the bi-

nary of hetero- and homosexuality itself. The multiplicity of

discourses of sexuality provides the occasion for discursive

contradictions, contractions, conflicts, and creative invagina-

tions as well as new forms of the social skin, new social pho-

bias, and new social aspirations.

It is within these thick possibilities that homophobia re-

appears as a powerful affective and discursive disciplinary

tool and is as present in urban and rural indigenous spaces as

sexualities per se. Along with the emergence of the identity

of heterosexuality and homosexuality as a thing one can be

and can be independent of kinship has come homophobia as

a thing one can also be, creating a separation between people.

Along with this sexual difference has come a thing that must

remain hidden or demand visibility: discourse about loss,

gain, and ethics, about the gay international and the politics

of human rights, and about the difference between strangers

and kin. In the face of the weak citizenship foundation of

homosexuality and the strongly negative affective foundation,

many urban-based self-identified gay indigenes, both men

and women, struggle to reconcile their sexual identity with

the notion of traditional Aboriginality.32

All of this is to make a simple point: indigenous men and
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women are not the passive subjects of these discourses. They

constantly disturb settler discourses of the body and its con-

ditions of desire, integrity, and viability as these discourses

circulate through their lives. And theydisturb the people who

are carrying these discourses, such as me. They disturb me

not merely because they are homophobic but because I find

retrospectively that being bound to my friends and family

along the coast means that I can neither be with them nor with

myself easily. I can tell my date that I am likely to continue

to get these sores because I am likely to continue to return

year after year to people whom I have known longer and more

intimately than many in my biological family. But I also re-

turn there on the condition that I leave some aspects of my

sexuality behind.

As a result, this deeply personal relation has made me per-

sonally implausible, my political allegiances awkward. If I

locate myself within a world of stranger sociality and the sexu-

ality it entails, then I have separated myself from them. But

I also separate myself from myself because at this point who

I am is unimaginable outside these twenty-one years of being

in this family. All of which is to say little more than what

Judith Butler said before—that all identities are risible, are

disturbed by the play of citationality.33 But in so saying we

have only just begun.We have merelychalked the starting line

of our social analysis.While it is certainly true that ‘‘I’’ am as

disturbed by the discourses and expectations of autology and

genealogy as my Belyuen friends and family, I am disturbed

differently, and the effects of this disturbance are different.

We are all vulnerable, but not equally so.
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Five

Part of what produces these different vulnerabilities is the

intersection of discourses of genealogy and autology and the

actual materialities of social life. I mentioned one intersection

earlier—the legal prejudice for old people, old knowledge,

and old practice in the context of a low life expectancy. But

there are much less formal ways in which these discourses

touch material life. My sore is not mine in any sense that

really matters, after all. It belongs to a cascading set of social

harms and attitudes toward these harms that have emerged

in the wake of settler colonialism. Noel Pearson, an Aborigi-

nal activist, has famously and forcefully argued that state wel-

fare, when applied to indigenous peoples, is a technique of

numbing indigenous and non-indigenous people to the radi-

cal ‘‘state of dysfunction’’ in Aboriginal communities.

Imagine if the average life expectancy of the town of

Gatton was only 50 years and sliding. Imagine if the

population of Cairns was in prison to the same propor-

tion as the people of Hopevale or Arrakun or Lockhart

River. Imagine if over 38 per cent of the 15-to-40-year-

olds in the town of Atherton had a sexually transmitted

disease. Imagine if kidney or liver failures or heart dis-

ease were proportionally the same for Gympie as it is

for Cape York. Would we be as numb and complacent

about the statistics as we are when faced with the reality

of the social disaster of aboriginal society on Cape York

Peninsula? No.There would be nothing less than a state

of emergency, with government initiatives that had pre-
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vailed and failed being fundamentally questioned and

radically revisited.34

Pearson’s proposals for solving this numbing are contro-

versial in large part because he claims that the malevolence

of social welfare will stop only when social welfare itself ends.

As a result, Pearson has joined forces with the conserva-

tive Liberal-National Party to declare self-determination a

failed social experiment and to advance ‘‘shared responsi-

bility agreements’’ between state bureaucracies and indige-

nous communities.35 These packages condition the receipt of

such essential governmental services as remote education and

housing on the maintenance of personal hygiene and school

attendance. Clearly, these packages smack of an earlier, pater-

nalistic attitude toward indigenous self-governance. And it is

unclear how these packages can be ‘‘mutual’’ in any sense

given the extreme social, political, and economic inequalities

that exist between indigenous and non-indigenous people.

When it comes to non-indigenous health and mortality, in-

digenous Australians inhabit turn-of-the-century Australia,

when the life expectancy of a European newborn boy was

55.2 years, and a newborn girl 58.8 years. These remained

the high end of the life expectancies of indigenous men and

women in 2004, even as that of their non-indigenous co-

citizens climbed to 75.9 and 81.5, respectively.36These statis-

tics of life and death, though neatly fitting the epistemology

of the body count, barely capture life at the margins of mar-

kets, the bad faith of liberal capitalism’s trickle-down econ-

omy, and the failure of cultural recognition to evolve an ethics

of mutual life.
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Pearson notwithstanding, the social welfare net has not

been shredded in Australia, at least not yet. In rural in-

digenous communities, social welfare is managed through

a variety of programs, including those for aged pensioners,

women with children, the unemployed, and community de-

velopment projects. The Community Development Employ-

ment Project (cdep) is a work plan established in 1977. As

Jon Altman and M.C. Gray note, cdep has been described

as ‘‘a labor market program, an alternative income support

scheme, and a community development scheme,’’ but what-

ever it is, cdep has raised the personal income of rural indige-

nous men and women.37Even so, the standard measurements

of social wellbeing—employment, income, housing, health,

education—indicate that indigenous men and women inhabit

by far the lowest rung of Australian society.38 The cdep was

run by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission

(atsic) until 2005, when the Liberal-National government

under John Howard dissolved atsic. Since its founding, atsic

had been roiled by a number of funding scandals, though

whether these scandals evidence more or less corruption than

non-indigenous government is an open question. atsic was

hailed as the primary place where indigenous issues would

be resolved through self-management and was disparaged as

riddled with mismanagement and corruption. It is not clear

whether the problem atsic faced was one of overfunding or

underfunding, one of too much or too little self-management.

On the one hand, under the Labor government of Paul Keat-

ing, responsibilities that initially rested in atsic were trans-

ferred to other departments, notably control over health care.
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On the other hand, a large majority of funding within atsic

was non-discretionary spending on programs that the Com-

monwealth government had determined and shaped, such as

cdep.39

In the shadow of these statistics Pearson’s rage is under-

standable. All of the physicians with whom I spoke as I trav-

eled from Belyuen to Chicago to Montreal to Darwin and then

back to Belyuen assured me I shouldn’t worry about getting

sores because they would go away when I returned to the

colder North American climate and a sanitary environment,

or, if necessary, after a round of antibiotics. If it were staphy-

lococcus, or a bit of streptococcus, so what?

To say that in 2003 I discovered that Group A streptococ-

cus can lead to serious, sometimes fatal, health conditions is

a sad commentary on my research skills. But sadder still is

the fact that I fell for one of the oldest tricks of the capitalist

organization of global medicine—ghoul health. Ghoul health

refers to the global organization of the biomedical establish-

ment, and its imaginary, around the idea that the big scary

bug, the new plague, is the real threat that haunts the contem-

porary global division,distribution, and circulation of health,

that it will decisively render the distribution of jus vitae ac

necris, and that this big scary bug will track empire back to its

source in an end-game of geophysical bad faith. Ghoul health

plays on the real fear that the material distribution of life and

death arising from the structural impoverishment of post-

colonial and settler colonial worlds may have accidentally or

purposefully brewed an unstoppable bio-virulence from the

bad faith of liberal capital and its multiple geophysical tac-
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tics and partners. Even if the Chicago doctor who took the

time to treat my shoulder, and whom I have repaid unfairly

by pillorying him internationally, was not thinking about the

Andromeda strain or Ebola so much as the more mundane

possibility that my shoulder harbored a new strain of flesh-

eating streptococcus, someone like me remains the worry of

ghoul health—the innocent bystander, the casual traveler,

back from the inter-space of empire, the tourist as biologi-

cal means of transit, stopping here and there on the way to

and from, with no certain origin and no certain end. The den-

sity of human circulation has created a new biosocial space

and time, and it seems that opportunistic infections can strike

anyone, anywhere, anytime.

The temporality of ghoul health stands in stark contrast

to the state of health crises at the seams of global capitalism.

There, sores and diarrhea mark the timing of life and death—

an exceedingly slow, hard to quantify, cumulatively acting

health collapse. Sore after sore, bronchial flu after bronchial

flu, broken toilet after broken toilet wear down the body’s im-

mune system and help account for the quantifiable difference

in life expectancy between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal

Australians and the less easily quantified difference in quality

of life. Diseases of poverty are not usually medical rarities;

they demand neither high technology nor new movies to ap-

prehend them. Rather they demand choices about wealth and

resource distribution and political sensitivity to a different

kind of corporeality.

In short, ghoul health is ideological in the sense that

Althusser used this term: the imaginary relationship of peo-
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ple to their real conditions of existence. The material back-

drops of these imaginary relations are multiple, the patterns

of structural impoverishment many. The withdrawal of capi-

tal from regions after the severe extraction of resources and

the resulting pollution of the environment—such as seen in

Papuan mining regions, the Brazilian rainforest, and Nige-

rian oil fields—has left over-crowding, incipient starvation,

environmental harm, and appalling sanitation.40 The encour-

agement of a region to enter capitalist development quickly,

bypassing the economic ‘‘drag’’ of social services such as

health care that would threaten or stifle the sufficient bot-

tom line (as if profit operated according to the limit of suffi-

ciency in capital accumulation), has also led to a steep curve

in health failures, such as we have seen in China and the post-

Soviet world.41 In still other regions, such as the interior lining

of First World settler colonies, the continuing state of carnal

collapse has led to calls for new strategies and experiments

in life.

In other words, Pearson’s rage, as an echo of the carnal col-

lapse in indigenous worlds, is not alone and does not register

the only intersection of callous prejudice and ghoul health.

We heard a similar outrage in Greg Bordowitz’s film, Fast Trip

Long Drop, which explores his response to act-up’s inability

to stem the tide of death before so many of his friends and

lovers had died. The film is a cry of a failed dream and a

waking nightmare in which he cannot depend on having the

normal stages of a normal life: birth, childhood, adolescence,

middle age, and old age. He no longer has the privilege of a

certain kind of youthful amnesia around the transitory nature
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of life. He lives within a deathscape, and no one cares. And yet,

the sheer volume of Bordowitz’s outrage is also a subtle sign

of just how thoroughly life is distributed in the liberal dias-

pora—not life in a simple numerical, demographic sense; but

life as an experiential state. His justified shock signals a cer-

tain privilege—that many people consider life as something

that can be counted on, at least for a certain length of time, for

long enough to be able to forget about its limited nature. This

amnesia does not infect many others. If you are an indigenous

person in Australia, you know you are likely to die fifteen to

twenty years earlier than your white counterpart; that your

household income probably will never rise above the poverty

level; that you probably will be sent to prison ( though they

account for only 2.2 percent of the population, indigenous

people make up 20 percent of the prison population); that

you and your children probably will have life-imperiling ad-

dictions; and that you probably will have sky-rocketing levels

of diabetes, renal failure, and Group A streptococcus that will

cause you or your children to suffer from rheumatic fever and

heart failure.

In short, the cause of ghoul health and its solutions tele-

scope a certain tension between international poverty and

profit, statesmanship, robber capitalism, liberal capitalism,

gangster capitalism, and socialism, and they increase the

pressure on subjects of these value regimes to conform or

risk being left behind in a vastly reduced, nearly uninhabit-

able landscape. In the language of a post-recognition poli-

tics of shared responsibility: Wash your face or funding for

your school will vanish. As progressive health programs chal-
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lenge the normalizing routines of ghoul health, the ways in

which ghoul health fixes certain populations into a normative

geophysics consolidates the distinctions between ordinary and

exceptional bodies, providing different expectations about

which forms of remedial care are likely to work for whom, and

why. This routinization of public expectations, mediated by

government, ngos, and public reports about the persistence

of a set of negative biostatistics, creates a normative expec-

tation about where it would be normal to see a sore such as

the one on my shoulder, and where not—what Allan Feld-

man has described as a discourse of ‘‘in place and out of place

bodies.’’42 After all, part of the disturbing nature of the sore

on my shoulder was where it was seen and on what kind of

body—in Chicago/Montreal and on a highly educated white

woman. One aspect of the disturbing nature of Aboriginal

health is also its location—a biosocial fold of the Third World

within the imaginary healthy body of the First World. Unless,

of course, what I had was a symptom of hiv/aids, in which

case I would cease being an effect of a biosocial fold and start

being a cause.

Ghoul health does not characterize the world-views or

practices of all world health activists—norof most indigenous

health workers and activists in Australia. A host of competing

national and international state agencies and ngos have built

a set of interlocking, more or less functional institutions and

protocols for rapidly apprehending actual and possible in-

fectious types and trajectories, both to forestall pending epi-

demics and to address the cultural and material inequalities

that help foster them. But they build these programs within
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a context of limited and unevenly distributed resources dedi-

cated to national and international health. As indigenous

families and friends of mine in the northwest coastal regime

negotiate their lives in landscapes of sores, the extralocal in-

stitutions meant to remedy their situation are skimming sur-

plus value off their ill health. In a study of the Aboriginal

health care system in the Northern Territory under the con-

servative Country Liberal Party, Tess Lea has noted that even

as it denounces the immense sum of resources consumed by

Aboriginal health, ‘‘the Northern Territory Government re-

ceives a disproportionate share of national revenue in order to

maintain most of its services, predominantly on the basis of

the cost burden of supporting Aboriginal people. That is, the

parlous state of Aboriginal people and the role of the nation

in bearing responsibility for that sorry state form a key part of

arguments for extra funding beyond what would ordinarily be

distributed under strict per capita allocations.’’43 The North-

ern Territory Government is, to use the social imaginary of

my friends, a munggul, a person who feeds on other people’s

kidney fat. The state’s extraction of wealth from indigenous

ill-health is not the only game in town. Vaccines for Group

A streptococcus, tested out in the laboratory of indigenous

communities, may ultimately generate profits for large cor-

porations, just as the results of bio-prospecting in Mexico

generate profits for pharmaceutical companies far away from

home.44 The hiv/aids pandemic has already become a ‘‘life-

style’’ illness for many in the First World, providing a per-

manent flow of cash to the pharmaceutical companies treat-

ing it. Power itself speaks this truth—potential, if deferred,
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profit is seen as the necessary incentive for companies to in-

vest in biomedical research on so-called marginal diseases in

the first place.

Progressive health care workers and advocates face not

only the economy of health. They encounter the uneven na-

tional terrain in which this health is distributed.Within First

World settler colonies such as Australia, the United States,

and Canada, the state’s organization of health care and the na-

tional imaginary of the indigenous subject vary significantly.

The United States is alone among these three countries in

lacking a universal health care system. I was able to have rela-

tively quick access to the University of Chicago Hospital be-

cause of the kind of private health care policy I had. The ag-

gressive diagnosis of the physician I met there may well have

been influenced by myability to pay, his relative unfamiliarity

with anything indigenous, and the research quality of the hos-

pital itself. The clinics I visited in Australia and Montreal

were both public, and the indigenous subject there occupies

a much larger segment of the national and health care imagi-

nary. As a result their doctors displayed more, if varying, de-

grees of familiarity with the kind of sore that I was carrying,

though they differed significantly in their diagnoses of the

biological agent of the sore. But the doctor in Darwin,who was

the most familiar with these kinds of sores, was also the least

aggressive in terms of the treatment. Rather than resolving

the triangle of diagnosis, treatment, and eradication, famil-

iarity seems to have bred, if not contempt, then neglect. In-

deed, what many medical anthropologists and health workers

have long known is that the first order of business in these
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‘‘zones of dysfunction’’ is to interrupt the nervous system of

blame and bemusement among doctors (‘‘they leave them on

the shelf to rot’’) and the blasé attitudes among indigenous

men and women.These pathologies of the body must be made

pathological; they must be made unfamiliar to the subjects

most familiar with them. I must begin to lose faith in my in-

digenous friends. My indigenous friends must lose faith in

each other.

In Notes on a Native Son, James Baldwin reflected on a

problem that he thought all African American parents faced:

‘‘How to prepare the child for the day when the child would be

despised and how to create in the child—by what means?—

a stronger antidote to the poison than one had found for one-

self.’’45 The ability of indigenous men and women to navigate

the various autological and genealogical demands on them

depends not merely on mastering a set of discourses. They

must also navigate these discourses within the actual worlds

in which they live. The speed with which people die, the vio-

lence attached to these deaths, or the slowness of a body’s

decay all present different temporal frameworks—cataclys-

mic and glacial—for the working out and working through of

these different discourses of autology and genealogy. When

a funeral occurs once a week or every fortnight in Aborigi-

nal communities stretching across the Top End region of the

Northern Territory, the social, monetary and physical stam-

ina required to attend them all, let alone participate in cere-

monial aspects of one or several of them, can quickly over-

whelm people for whom the average yearly income is $10,000

—and that’s if one is able to keep up with the paperwork of

welfare. Yet, being absent, no matter what the financial rea-
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son, provides the emotional friction of the sort that led to

the alleged mungarra attack—the intensification of feelings

of severe isolation of the person (gamaparrking) that leads to

biosocial catastrophes. It is within these actual worlds that

new experiments in sociality emerge.

In other words, if extreme poverty and extreme sexuality

signal the collapse of intimacy and genealogy, they also sig-

nal the availability of these states for experimentations in new

forms of life. The normal has de-camped, and with it the

presuppositions of an ethics of the norm. Another prefabri-

cated ethics of crisis is excreted into the scene: the ethics of

the extreme social reduction, and the ethics of living in un-

livable conditions. Within these scenes, arguments are made

for alternative regularities, in the beginning at least only for

‘‘here,’’ where the old regularities make no sense, where they

have become incoherent and inconvenient. In the end, who

knows where and how these new regularities will migrate?

It should not surprise anyone that many of these experi-

ments emerge in forms and terms that make them hard to di-

gest. These experiments are awkward. They produce discom-

fort to many not living within these zones.Theydo not have an

obvious redemptive moment. It is not clear—at all—whether

they will produce anything that anyone could or would want

to live within. So these kinds of experiments don’t seem fair,

because there is no way to know whether they will produce

a good life for anyone. And yet, it is just these kinds of awk-

ward, uncomfortable, off-kilter experiments in life that the

carnality of liberalism produces.

We get a glimpse of the heterogeneity of these social ex-

periments and the network of law and economy in which they

85



are embedded by looking briefly at how, in 2003, a sister of

mine used the $119,000 that she received in compensation for

the accidental traffic death of her husband. He did not die

from a sore. At least a sore was not the immediate cause of

his death (although, it should be noted that many deaths are

attributed to secret sores, inner sores that people who have

given up on life are said to hide). Because a car hit him before

life could, state resources could be mobilized for compensa-

tion.Within a few weeks, some said days, the money had been

converted into cash and assets such as trucks, washing ma-

chines, and stereos, and then distributed across five different

Aboriginal communities. Very quickly, the widow was in vir-

tually the same state of poverty she had been in before she

received the compensation.

What may well be interpreted as ‘‘waste’’ in one culture of

circulation, however, was viewed as a proper form of sharing

in another.46 Jealousies and criticisms certainly abounded re-

garding who was given what and what sorts of things should

have gone to what sorts of people. Many people whistled at the

sheer speed of the distribution and were not surprised when,

within just a few more weeks, the widow reclaimed several of

the large assets (trucks and washing machines) and redistrib-

uted them along another line of kinship. And people com-

mented on how quickly the widow transitioned from being the

author of social ties to being dependent on these same social

ties. She herself shrugged at times about this rapid transition,

saying, rich or poor, she had kin. No one questioned, how-

ever, whether the widow should have disbursed these goods.

Instead they questioned the calculus of the closeness of kin-
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ship, residence, marriage, previous economic help, and cere-

monial connections on which the giving was based. And they

adjusted how they thought about the degree and kind of rela-

tionship the widow had to various people based on her choices

of distribution. The widow, for instance, relied heavily on a

network of trained indigenous women, in a variety of indige-

nous communities, not merely to collect, fill out, and usher

the forms necessary for her compensation through the state

bureaucracy, but to tell her that such forms of compensation

existed in the first place. And these women used the fact that

they had activated this epistemological asset for the widow

because of their kinship, residential, marriage, or ceremonial

closeness as the basis for a claim on the resources that re-

sulted.

This potlatch is matched by countless smaller instances

of financial redistribution that create and nurture networks

of interdependency and that calibrate and recalibrate types

and degrees of social closeness among people. In short, these

economic possibilities are part of the extendable, flexible,

and absorptive play of kinship relations in a region where an

actual relationship is never as settled as modernist accounts

of kinship studies suggest. Indeed, in this extreme example

we see something profoundly ordinary—the willingness to

act on a very different ideology of self in society, an ideol-

ogy of ‘‘enough’’ and of the ‘‘will come.’’ Kinship is not a

view from the nowhere of the genealogical chart. Rather, it is

made meaningful each and every time someone uses it to ma-

nipulate, chase, sweeten, pressure, or ignore specific people.

In disbursing the money she had received for her husband’s
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death, the widow creatively entailed, out of the deformations

that composed her life, what might be called a network of

trust—trust that provisions will come, that the severe nature

of poverty in a capitalist society will not exile the self from

the social.

In these biosocial environments, the comforting difference

between worlds of fantasy and reality begin to bleed as sub-

jects experiment with the limits of the body in a field of lib-

eral deformation. For indigenous people I know, the relevant

question is not what kind of harm is too much for what kind

of person, but how does one produce a viable subject within

these carnal worlds and mitigate the social numbing they in-

spire in others. Achille Mbembe pointed to this in his pro-

vocative reading of AmosTutuola’s The PalmWine Drinkard.47

The ghostly exchange of body parts that Tutuola describes

has a real counterpart—the organ trade, the sex trade, and

the less publicized profit in accidental maiming and death.48

Take, for instance, a front-page story that ran in the Dar-

win newspaper about a female maintenance worker who re-

ceived $100,000 in compensation for the deformation of her

hands after twenty-five years of using a floor polisher.49 The

article presented a picture of the woman’s hand and invited

its readers to decide whether the amount of the compensation

award was justified. The article reflects the logic of tort law.

Tort law asks not merely whether this harm is too much to

ask of any citizen, but too much to ask of this particular kind

of citizen doing this particular kind of job. These ordinary as-

sessments rework a point made by the political philosopher

Carl Schmitt that, although the liberal state has the right to
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demand that its citizens risk death, even die, in a war fought

against its enemies, no one, neither state, court, nor business,

could demand that anyone sacrifice his life foreconomic expe-

diency.50 The ‘‘no one’’ of Schmitt’s abstract citizen is always

someone particular in individual compensation claims. As a

result the worth of a hand—whether it is really mangled or

not that bad—depends on how you look at it. The visual field

of judgment, as Sarah Jain has noted, is saturated by social

discourses of gender and racial value.51

But even a lesser compensation payment would be a wind-

fall for indigenous men and women.What surprise, then, that

when a group of women and I read the article during a break

from turtle hunting it prompted one of the women to note,

‘‘When that mob boy fight like today they say ‘hey mate no

more fight for chin, poke out the eye one way then everyone

split the money.’ ’’ In the carnal conditions of contemporary

indigenous life, an eye, a limb, or a death caused by ‘‘bump-

ing’’ (being hit by a car) has immense monetary value—and

so there are jokes about hanging a limb out into traffic as a way

of generating money for a washing machine, or a car, or a cof-

fin. One of the woman said, ‘‘that mob kill imself enough cash

for one’s funeral.’’ These conversations often prompt laugh-

ter, but it is laughter of the abnormal camped within the

normal.52

Baldwin reminds us, however, that subjects who can live in

and experiment with environments of numbing harm must

be made, nurtured, and grown out of the very environments

that are poisoning them. The women and men I know con-

stantly reflect on just this fact, how to provide their children
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with the self-discipline necessary to survive the ‘‘hard facts’’

of poverty in the context of what they call ‘‘hard Aboriginal

law.’’ Some of these elements of self-discipline were caught in

the rendition of pain and mercy that I provided various doc-

tors in Chicago and Montreal. Often, as part of my standard

sore narrative, I describe the proper personal stance toward

the pain of treating a sore. ‘‘Dig as deep as possible and don’t

feel sorry for me if it hurts.’’ This short narrative fragment is

a truncated version of what actually happened right before I

left Belyuen for the conference. A few days before I was set

to leave Australia for the United States and Canada, I asked

one of my mothers, Binbin, to take a look at my shoulder.

‘What’s this on shoulder mine, sore?’’ I asked.

‘‘That nothing, what do white people call them, pim-

ple,’’ she answered.

‘‘Well killim pimple wulgamen,’’ me.

She did, with her fingernail. But the pimple did not go

away, and I was soon pretty sick. So I walked to the house of

my cousin, a health clinic worker, and asked her to diagnose

my pimple.

‘‘That’s not pimple, menggen, that sore.’’

‘‘Cutimim then. . . . Don’t feel sorry for me menggen

you cut right down.’’

And she did. Pus was soon running down my back. My

niece (ngambin), the health care worker’s daughter, finger

painted with the pus on my back. ‘‘What this auntie?’’ ‘‘X.’’

‘‘What this?’’ ‘‘O.’’

90



Mydecision to have minor surgeryon my shoulderengaged

the law of autology on its own terms. I was an adult choosing

the best possible medical options available to me. No one held

me down. I held myself down. I was in pain but the pain was

not sovereign, I was. But this adult had a childhood that al-

lowed her to say later, ‘‘cut as deep as possible and don’t feel

sorry for me.’’ This is the question, then, for them and for me:

Why can some people hold themselves down sufficiently to

get the care they need? What gives someone this discipline?

How should parents fashion their children so that they will

be capable of taking care of their bodies, not simply in the

context of traditional custom and ritual, but in the context of

liberal corrosions?

A few years before this event, a twelve-year-old daughter

of mine, Bronwyn Bianamu, had an aggressive sore on her

left knee that had spread so deeply she was having trouble

bending her leg. Scared of needles, she had run away when-

ever a doctor visited the community. She was camping at a

site called Keldjelwik, a remote outstation with little by way

of medical care beyond the bandages and antiseptic her aunt,

a nurse, had brought with her. One evening, as her grand-

mother Binbin, her mother Diane, and I sat by a fire, Binbin

told me to entice Bronwyn over with the promise of lollies

(candies).

Me: ‘‘But I got no lollie, wulgow.’’

Binbin: ‘‘Nuku, then grabbim arm, head.’’

Diane: ‘‘Bronwyn, Bet got lollie!’’

Bronwyn: ‘‘True, Bet, you got lollie?’’

Me: ‘‘Might be.’’
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When Bronwyn came over to get the phantom lollies,

Diane grabbed her legs and stretched them straight. I

grabbed her arms, which were stronger than I thought. Bron-

wyn tried to scratch my face to get away. Binbin ripped open

the sore on her knee with a sharpened twig, pus and blood

bursting everywhere. Diane carried Bronwyn over to her

aunt, a nurse, who was also camping at Kedjelwik, to be ban-

daged. Later, her mother led her to the salt water to soak her

leg. In a few days, Bronwyn could straighten her leg and run

around with the other kids. When she came into camp for

some tea and chips, Binbin said to her, ‘‘See Bronwyn, that leg

im straight today.You gana think hard.You gana cut that sore

yourself next time.Today you run around. Not like yesterday.

You’re not going to be scared. You gana take care of that sore.

You gana cut yourself so that you can walk.’’

This redemptive narrative—a child crippled by the canal-

ized carnalities of capital’s failure to trickle down is healed

by the traditional knowledge of her grandmother—can de-

termine the meaning of this scene only if other textures of

revulsion and violation are kept outside. These other affective

textures include my own panic as I held Bronwyn down, ter-

rified that I was reenacting violent scenes from my own child-

hood, wondering what is the difference between being held

and being held down, between physical pedagogies whose

telos is self-discipline and physical pedagogies whose telos is

the disorganization of the self. And these otherdiscursive tex-

tures include community and public debates about sex and

child abuse in indigenous communities. In these debates, all

intense physicality, especially practiced on a minor’s body,

quickly collapses into physical abuse.
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This method of disciplining subjects is not the only

method that people practice within and across indigenous

communities. Many people decide that the right way to nur-

ture and protect their children, siblings, parents, and grand-

parents is not to constitute them as the kind of subjects who

can cut themselves, but to remove them from the conditions

that make cutting such an attractive option. They heed the

warnings of health care professionals that sores, scabies, and

endless flu should not be dismissed as ‘‘nothing.’’ They are

convinced that they have placed too much trust in their fami-

lies.Theydecide that they will never be able to forge a middle-

class life within these worlds. They take their children and

close relatives away from rural and urban communities and

the economic and social demands of kin. They decide that

many of the moral and social practices within these worlds

are repugnant, and they work for a different life in another

kind of world. But when they do this, they must still teach

themselves and their children to be able to bear the pain of a

different kind of severing, the pain of separation. They must

learn to depend on stranger sociality in their everyday lives,

to look forward to the pleasures and pains of understanding

ngamaparrking, and to reflect on their lives in terms of their

own individual progress. This, too, takes discipline. It takes

a person who can cut herself in a different way.
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2 Spiritual Freedom, Cultural Copyright

One

A
pair of conch shells sits on my desk. Beside them sits

a carved and decorated gourd. The shells are painted

in the vibrant dot style most people associate with the

Aboriginal aesthetic of the Central Desert and with Ab-

original art more generally. The carved gourd is decorated

with costume jewelry, a rodent head, a golden figure affixed to

a red seed, and a cheap plastic tiara clasped around the base.

It is a piece that few people know how to classify when they

see it.

I bought the conch shells from a small shop just out-

side Darwin. According to my indigenous friends who live

nearby, the shells are ‘‘nothing.’’ They are ‘‘ordinary’’ things,

meaning that neither the designs on the shells nor the shells

themselves manifest or represent any existential link to a rit-

ual, ceremonial, or geontological event. Nothing about these

shells joins the membranes of the given human world and

the always-present ancestral world. They are simply pretty or

beautiful or kitsch, depending on your particular aesthetic

point of view. I do, however, have a relation of kinship to the



artist who painted the shell. He is a son of an uncle of mine;

both men usually live at Wadeye, a large Aboriginal commu-

nity in the Northern Territory on the western coast near the

Western Australian border. I only know this kinship connec-

tion because, while looking at the shells, one of my indige-

nous mothers, Nuki, told me so. I do not know exactly which

‘‘son,’’ of all the possible sons of my uncle,was the painter (the

number of candidates is large, given the system of kinship in

the region). Neither did my mother. The lack of an authorial

specificity, beyond his general kinship relationship to me,was

not the result of the famous co-production and co-ownership

of Aboriginal designs and objects.1 It resulted more simply

from my mother’s and my satisfaction that, in this case, know-

ing the general kinship categoryof ‘‘husband’’ that connected

me to the object was enough information for this particular

kind of social exchange. Because the shells were ‘‘nothing’’

it was enough that I liked them. It was also nice that they

were connected to me by kinship. But these kinds of connec-

tions did not make the shells and their designs a membrane

between human ontologies and geontologies.

I bought the gourd from a white American friend, Jai, out

of the back of his car as he was traveling through upstate New

York. I would call Jai my friend. We are not close, but nor

are we simply acquaintances. According to Jai, the gourd is

a spiritual object. This may seem odd given that, at the time

I purchased it, his car constituted a little market stall, rather

than a sacred site; and we seemed to be engaged in a market

exchange—cash for art—rather than in a ritual event. For Jai,

however, what made the gourd something more than a mere
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decorative object, more than the subject of commercial ex-

change, was how it materially articulated various personally

transformative events of his life. The day I bought the gourd,

Jai was traveling from an artist commune in Vermont to a

radical faerie sanctuary in central Tennessee, where he lived

and about which I will say more later. The gourd was com-

posed of symbolic and material elements of these other so-

cial worlds—the lotus design refers to a pond in the Vermont

commune, the bead comes from an ayahuasca ceremony in

the Amazon, the rodent head and gourd are from the Radical

Faerie Short Mountain Sanctuary. I added the plastic tiara,

taken from my girlfriend’s fortieth birthday party.

What makes the gourd spiritual for Jai—something rather

than nothing—is not what it represents. The gourd is just

one of many artifacts of his ‘‘journey.’’ Among radical faeries

I know, as among members of many other self-expressive

counter-cultural movements in the United States and West-

ern Europe, the term ‘‘journey’’ glosses self-reflexive auto-

biography as spiritual exercise.2 Its sense and meaning refer

to a loose set of normative propositions about what consti-

tutes a good life and what motivates human action—in this

case, constant self-elaboration through shared experiences as

a mode of spiritual exercise. What makes the gourd spiritual

is its status as an actual material manifestation of Jai’s com-

mitment to a practice of continual self-elaboration oriented

to building an alternative, progressive way of living and of the

movement of people across various kinds of places and rela-

tionships—acquaintance, lover, friend.

A journey is intentional in this sense: it is a self-conscious
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commitment to self-elaboration. But a journey is not inten-

tional in another sense; the agent is not the monological au-

thor of his life. The gourd reflects the conjunctural aspects of

Jai’s life, what has happened to him and how these accidental

happenings affected the course of his life, as much as it rep-

resents what he himself caused to happen. Though in a world

of stranger sociality, Jai is as dependent on others for a social

context as my friends in Australia. Thus, as well as being a

durable sign of his life, the gourd acts as a kind of ontological

bracket, a drawing togetherof existing but unconnected back-

dropped practices and affectivities of social life through the

process of selecting the objects (elements) that will compose

it. In this sense, autobiography is in its very nature spiritual,

even as the writing of the self becomes a material practice that

leaves behind material, if at times ephemeral and transitory,

objects.

Two objects, worlds apart, would seem to have nothing

more to do with each other than that they reflect my ‘‘jour-

ney’’ across two very different social worlds. But concluding

this would be wrong. Despite the fact that they sit on my shelf

in my home, the proximity of the shells and the gourd is not

simply the material outcome of my particular journey or my

particular approach to ethnography. I certainly move back

and forth between a longstanding relationship with people in

Australia and an incipient relationship with people living as

or alongside radical faeries, but the road that connects these

two groups had been built before I set foot on it. The gourd

was carved out of the curved space of the shells, the shells

inflected by the shadow of the gourd, long before I picked
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them up. The borders, qualities, and social effects of each of

these seemingly free-standing objects are deeply entangled

in one or the other, whether their authors intend them to

be or not, whether I do or don’t. Thus, rather than assert-

ing that these objects and, more precisely, the social worlds

from which they emerge, have no relation to each other, or

have their relationship merely through me, or are utterly dif-

ferent or are ultimately the same thing, this essay examines

the kinds of entanglements in which these social worlds find

themselves, place themselves, and are placed by others. Of

particular importance to these entanglements are discourses

about the absolute difference between the descending object

of proper culture and the immanent object of deliberative

freedom, of worlds of kin and worlds of strangers, of families

of birth and families of choice.3 Why does it matter, and to

whom, that certain communities and their economic, ritual,

and social practices be apprehended as ‘‘free’’ and others

as ‘‘constrained’’? What work does this dichotomy do in de-

fining the social and political exceptionalityof liberal forms of

constitutional democracies? How does this dichotomy allow

democratic institutions to exercise disciplinary force as if they

were advancing freedom and protecting the good? What soci-

alities and politics emerge in places addressed by the violence

of democratic exceptionalism?

In the previous essay I weighted the discussion toward how,

through a politics of cultural recognition and sensitivity, dis-

courses of genealogy make and unmake the voices and bodies

of my indigenous friends and family even though these dis-

courses do not describe the contours of their actual social
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worlds and relations even where these relations can be described

as relations of kinship. Neither genealogical nor autological,

theyare nevertheless called on by state lawand administrative

bureaucracies and public reason to appear as now the one and

now the other. In this essay the weight lies on the other side

of the disciplines of individual freedom and social constraint.

I track the disciplinary effects of discourses of autology and

genealogy in the experimental social worlds of friends of mine

who identify as radical faeries and their allies. And I try to

show how intimacy is made there, an intimacy that is neither

free nor constrained, but something else.

Though by different ends, radical faeries and indigenous

Australians are caught in the grip of the same discursive vise.

The disciplines of freedom and constraint present these peo-

ple with shared problems: How do they constitute social re-

lations that are neither autological nor genealogical? How

do they build material and emotional interdependencies di-

agonally to the disciplinary norms of these discourses? How

do they do so when state regulatory and administrative bu-

reaucracies, jurisprudence, and quotidian life treat these dis-

cursive options as either self-evident truths or life-enhancing

goods? Howdo theyconstitute a subjectivityand sociality that

not only absorbs the poison of a vicious pervasive racism and

homophobia, a monolithic money-oriented capitalism, and an

otherworld-oriented, often apocalyptic, spiritualism, but also

produce from these repressive social fields a viable antidote

to them?

But though theyare in the same vise, radical faeries and in-

digenous Australians face its two very different ends. If gene-
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alogy is the covertly negative social condition through which

positive state values are distributed to indigenous subjects in

settler colonies—such that indigenous Australians must re-

move themselves from the destiny of a hyper-valued freedom

in order to obtain state resources—freedom is the overtly

positive social condition through which negative state disci-

plines are exacted on people like Jai. They are continually

characterized as being unencumbered by real families or real

traditions or real dependencies. At times they appear as the

nightmare version of the modern unattached self. The dif-

ferent ways that these discourses face these groups present a

real challenge to a project of the sort I am proposing. On the

one hand, one must find and refuse the differences produced

by discourses of personal freedom and social constraint. Are

radical faeries ‘‘free’’? Are their journeys of self-discovery

and self-elaboration initialized by or oriented to the auto-

logical imaginary of democratic constitutionalism any more

than the kinship practices of indigenous people along the

northwest coast of Australia are initialized by or oriented to

the genealogical imaginary of the multicultural state? On the

other hand, one must resist the temptation to flatten out the

social differences between these worlds. To say that there is

no difference between the social worlds of indigenous people

and radical faeries is as misguided as to say that their forms

of difference are reducible to the dichotomy of autology and

genealogy.

With this difficult double writing in mind, three broad rhe-

torical movements define this essay. I first sketch some of the

practices and imaginaries that cluster around the identityand
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aspirational horizon of radical faeries, which run the gamut

from a more or less rigid adherence to doctrine to a more or

less celebratory refusal of all doctrines. ‘‘Radical faeries’’ are

in this sense a social genre, a social identity coordinated to

and made sensible by an entire field of possible social posi-

tions and practices. At one and the same time, people claim

and assert this identity to make sense of the self within a com-

plexly unfolding social field, to assert or contest a position

vis-à-vis others, and to designate a point of departure for the

elaboration of new forms of social being. But I do not treat the

immanent practice of this social genre as merely discursive, if

by discursive we mean the play of signs outside their material

inhabitations. My radical faerie friends and I are not merely

creatively coordinating a regime of signs.We are finding our-

selves made by these social regimes in such a way that as we

move across social space the social space itself comes to be

haunted by these makings. As discourses become hardened

into the subject it becomes something other than mere dis-

course, it becomes affect, stance, and morality—independent

vectors within social life.

Next, I examine how some people within the critical in-

digenous public and the jurisprudence of religious certifica-

tion and cultural copyright apprehend these practices. I will

suggest that these publics and jurisprudences often read ex-

periments in sociality such as the radical faeries as mere ideo-

logical cover for illicit sex acts, as mere appropriation of other

people’s culture, or as seriously intended but legally dubi-

ous modes of religiosity. Many practitioners of law as well as

many indigenous critics are clearly unsettled by what radi-
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cal faeries are doing and claiming. They are apprehensive in

the double sense that they wish to impose an epistemologi-

cal discipline on the radical faeries and that they experience

a sense of imminent harm in the vicinity of their practices. It

is in these critical and juridical domains that the absolute dif-

ference between the descending object of proper culture and

the immanent object of deliberative freedom, of worlds of kin

and worlds of friends and strangers, of families of birth and

families of choice are deployed to discipline and steer social

groups to their proper homes. Why?

The essay ends by trying to understand how the disciplin-

ing of radical faeries through a discourse of freedom para-

doxically reanimates the self-evident good of liberal demo-

cratic forms of freedom and how, in this context, a politics of

espionage emerges as the foil to the cunning of recognition.

Two

The radical faerie movement emerged as a philosophy of life

associated with Harry Hay. By philosophy of life, I am refer-

ring to the argument of the French historian of ancient phi-

losophy Pierre Hadot that the ancient Greeks saw philosophy

as a lived experience, a mode of being in the world, rather than

as a scrutinyof doctrines or an exercise in hermeneutics.4Hay

may never have read Hadot but his life can be read as dedi-

cated to just this form of philosophy, a claim that enters the

dense, multivocal, and highly contested mytho-poetics that

surround him.

The emotional nature and volume of these mytho-poetics
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are not surprising given Hay’s role in the founding of the

modern gay movement in the United States.5 In the 1950s,

along with Chuck Rowland, Bob Hull, Dale Jennings, Konrad

Stevens, and John Gruber, Hay founded the Mattachine So-

ciety as a social vehicle for promoting gay-positive attitudes

and civil rights in the United States, drawing significant theo-

retical and organizational principles from leftist and Marx-

ist politics in Los Angeles. The Mattachine Society, as David

Churchill has shown, was itself part of a larger transnational

homophilic movement. This transnational movement, fos-

tered by the print media circulating across it, pursued two

significantly different strategies for state recognition—one

based on the human civil rights of all men and women and

another based on an anthropological studyof homosexual cul-

tural relativity.6

In some ways these two strategies complemented each

other.The civil rights strategy argued that respectable homo-

sexuals were no different than respectable heterosexuals, dis-

solute homosexuals no different than dissolute heterosexu-

als. The anthropological strategy argued that homosexuality

was a ubiquitous feature of all known cultures, even if the

ways that so-called primitive societies expressed homosexu-

ality differed. The anthropological currents rippling through

these transnational discussions provided a rich archive for

Hay and the radical faerie movement he would help found,

and continue to provide fodder for a number of anthropolo-

gists making sense of the worlds of Native and gay Native

Americans, especially Will Roscoe and Walter L. Williams.7

As an editor and contributor to the Mattachine Review, Hay
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mobilized both strategies, advocating for the civil and human

rights of homosexuals and researching what he considered

to be the homosexual traditions of Native Americans, then

called the institution of ‘‘berdache’’ and now better known as

‘‘two-spirit.’’8 Hay’s relation to berdache was not merely aca-

demic. He claimed that as a young man he had been given the

blessing of Wovoka, the Washoe founder of the Ghost Dance,

to help native peoples.

Hay resigned from the Mattachine Society in 1953, during

the McCarthy era, which placed heightened scrutiny not only

on homosexuals but also on those who, like Hay, combined

a Marxist perspective on class with a gay liberation politics.

For the next ten years he researched Native American ‘‘ber-

dache’’ practices, seeking to understand them as a different

way of conceptualizing the history of homosexuality. He de-

scribed his studyas focused on the centralityof the institution

of berdache in the spiritual life of Native Americans and other

tribal people; its origin in the ancient Near East and Medi-

terranean where it developed into a priesthood; its history

allowing the male takeover of matrifocal institutions; the dis-

tinction between ‘‘state’’ and ‘‘folk’’ berdache that resulted;

and the continuing manifestations of these patterns up to the

eve of the modern era in Europe.9 From 1970 to 1979, Hay

lived in northern New Mexico, where he pursued his studies

of Native American two-spirit and developed a post-Hegelian

understanding of gay spirituality. According to Hay, ‘‘spiri-

tuality’’ would come to ‘‘represent the accumulation of all ex-

periential consciousness from the division of the first cells in

the primeval slime, down through all biological-political so-
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cial evolution’’ to the moment-to-moment development of gay

consciousness.10 He publicly inaugurated the radical faeries

in 1979 at the ‘‘Spiritual Conference for Radical Faeries.’’

‘‘Offering invocations to the spirits, Hay called on the crowd

to ‘throw off the ugly green frog skin of hetero-imitation

to find the shining Faerie prince beneath.’ The intense air

of celebration in a natural setting precipitated all manner

of pagan practices, circle castings, Wiccan-inspired rituals,

ecstatic dancing, communal feasting and Nature-based reli-

gious offerings.’’11

John Harry Bonck has argued that the radical faerie move-

ment emerged from the thinking of several leaders in the gay

consciousness movement in the 1970s, among them the psy-

chologist Mitch Walker and the philosopher Arthur Evans.12

For many social historians and activists, however, Hay stands

out because of his assertion that gay men had been cut off

from their spiritual natures, and that this spirituality could

still be glimpsed and reclaimed by re-enacting pre-Judaic,

pre-Christian forms of ritual practice.

For Hay and other early members of the movement, the

spiritual practices they were elaborating were not merely

something borrowed from other cultures. They were their

heritage. Because the old ways of faerie transformation were

obliterated during ‘‘the nightmarish centuries of Judeo-

Christian oppression,’’ radical faeries were ‘‘free to invent

new ones.’’ 13 The anthropological arguments of the 1950s,

1960s, and 1970s were redeployed. Homosexuality was not

merely culturally ubiquitous. Homosexual culture was this

ubiquity. This continues to be the position of some voices
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within the movement. For instance, Scott Treleaven has ar-

gued that ‘‘although the Faeries still don’t subscribe to any

particular set of dogmas or religious structures’’ and although

they draw eclectically from a wide range of cultural forms,

they are ‘‘nonetheless a distinct tradition.’’

It is generally accepted as a henotheistic system, mean-

ing that there is one specific force ordeity from which all

others precipitate; a God, usually associated with Cer-

nunos, Pan or another horned, priapic male deity; and

a Goddess, recognized as a Divine Mother, a gender-

variant male, a warrior or a Kali-like destroyer. This

seemingly hetero-binary pantheon is actually consid-

ered to reflect both sides of every human’s psyche,

with gender and sexuality being fluidic. Appropri-

ately, Faerie Gatherings often involve ritualistic dis-

mantling of gender barriers, gender transformation and

celebrations of both the hyper-masculine and hyper-

feminine.14

The radical faeries are certainly not the only counter-

cultural movement that has turned decisively away from nor-

mative Judeo-Christian theologies and embraced, as anti-

dote, a pan-pagan/indigenous spirituality. Symbolic rebirth

through one or another indigenous/pagan/animist spiritual

body was a central feature of certain U.S.-based eco-cultural

feminisms of the 1970s and 1980s, and that is still the

case for environmentally oriented self-expressive members of

counter-cultures.15 For instance, the biocentric philosophy of

Earth First! and other radical green groups, or green faeries,

107



draws heavily on a distillation of indigenous eco-philosophy.

Bron Taylor has argued that, as with many radical greens, the

founder of Earth First!, Dave Foreman, ‘‘blamed the advent

of agriculture . . . , and Christianity as well, for environmen-

tal decline.’’16 Not surprisingly, then, ‘‘the early Earth First!

journal included language in its masthead about not accept-

ing the authority of the state. Its pages expressed enthusiasm

for anarchism, on the one hand, and paganism, indigenous

religions, and sometimes religions originating in Asia, espe-

cially Daoism and Buddhism, on the other.’’ 17

Historians have debated various parts of the history of the

radical faeries. Why did Hay leave Mattachine? How central

was he to the inauguration of the radical faeries? Did Wo-

voka really give Hay his blessing? Did Hay travel through the

Southwest looking for a shaman? Whom did he meet there?

Whatever the facts, the social life of this history in the con-

temporary practices and imaginaries of self-identified radi-

cal faeries runs the gamut from inspirational horizon to em-

barrassing hagiography. Understanding when this history is

relevant and for whom plunges us into the array of social

projects, aspirations, and aesthetic styles that cluster under

and around the sign ‘‘radical faerie.’’ Like all social identities

‘‘radical faerie’’ can be a longstanding, deeply presupposed,

resource of the self, continually reflected back onto the self

by surrounding social institutions; or it can be a momentary

allegiance that is taken up, cast aside, or invaginated with

other available social forms. Radical faeries can be articulated

to gender, politics, environmentalism, and anti-imperialism

resulting in female faeries, radical elves, and postcolonial
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queers. As a result, to understand what radical faeries are

we should not define the term and then find those who sat-

isfy its criteria. Instead, we need to understand the modes of

life across which this social genre is dispersed, contested, and

made sensible.

This social genre is elaborated in part on various faerie

sanctuaries and communities in the United States, Canada,

Australia, and Europe.18 Sanctuaries and communities have

different legal standings vis-à-vis the state—some communi-

ties own their land as not-for-profit organizations; some own it

as federally recognized not-for-profit religious organizations;

some rent.Theyalso have different ways of framing what kind

of community they are—Wolf Creek in Oregon, for instance,

presents itself as an ‘‘intentional community’’ whose goal is

to ‘‘create, preserve and manage places of spiritual and cul-

tural sanctuary, for Radical Faeries and their friends’’ and

‘‘to gather in harmony with nature, for renewal, growth and

shared learning.’’19

What ‘‘intentional’’ and ‘‘spiritual’’ refer to is a point of

some contention, no matter Hay’s definitions. Indeed, the

very residential principles of many of these communities fos-

ter such contestation. Some sanctuaries and communities

have a core set of permanent residents, some don’t. Perma-

nent residents and visitors are welcomed to these sanctuaries

for a host of reasons. Some people, after pursuing mainstream

politics or being shaken by a dramatic event in their lives, are

looking for a deeper and more meaningful way of living their

lives. Some people grew up in alternative communities—rain-

bow tribes, organic communes, or urban squats—so the radi-
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cal faeries are a continuation rather than a rupture of their

way of life.

Many sanctuaries host annual gatherings and rituals open

to anyone who feels called to participate, though some gather-

ings are restricted to men. During these gatherings, small

residential communities of a dozen or so men and women

are dramatically transformed as hundreds of people flock to

them. Some of the people who come to these gatherings have

come for years; for some it is their first time. Some are full-

time faeries; others are not. Some are men; some are not.

Some are fixated on Harry Hay; some see Walt Whitman or

the Cockettes as more relevant to the world they wish to build.

Some visitors are founders of alternative presses or alterna-

tive housing movements, while some are just seeking a space

for making sense of their alternative gender identity. Some

come to have sex. These visitors and tourists return to homes

and work rhythms that may or may not reflect a radical faerie

philosophy, although most of the people with whom I have

spoken at these gatherings say their life is given a new inten-

sity and dimension by participating in them—the ordinari-

ness of their ‘‘outside lives’’ is invested with a new quality of

spirituality.

The further we move inside these gatherings the richer

becomes the mélange of self-presentational styles and their

citational and corporeal anchors. During these gatherings

some men and women seek to re-enchant sociality by fos-

tering forms of magical realism. Others have no interest in

re-enchantment, but rather see these spaces as a place for

changing their attitudes, desires, and aspirations through an
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orientation to nature’s spirituality, material interdependen-

cies, and progressive politics of self-exploration. Indigene,

pagan,Wicca, clown, s/m, psychedelic, and hippie: these styl-

izations and others stretch across the surface of gatherings

and across any one person’s individual body. They may re-

main on the surface, or they may be etched deeper within the

social skin.

Take, for instance, a ritual I attended during an annual Bel-

tane gathering at a Southern radical faerie sanctuary.20 The

ritual center of the Beltane gathering is the raising of a may-

pole. Surrounding this event, visitors perform a host of other

rituals that they invent on the spot or have carefully prepared

to perform on what they consider to be sacred land. These

rituals occur within a landscape spotted with faerie shrines,

biodegradable art installations, memory stones of lost lovers,

and a biochemical space of drug-enhanced self-discovery.

One afternoon, a white man, Antler, a didjeridoo player, led

one of his posse of much younger white men through a ritual

branding. It was an amazing event—the brand was of a blaz-

ing sun and the burnt area covered the young man’s entire

midriff.The sheer physicality was intensified by the sounds of

the drone pipes played by other members of Antler’s group.

Wrapped in the arms of another, surrounded by the sounds

and swirling of bodies, the young man was considered, in

some deep sense, to be alone on his journey. This alignment

of radical individual experience within a dense collection of

witnessing intimates and strangers in many ways defines the

ritual activity of these gatherings. As the branding was going

on, various Wicca conjurings, Celtic chanting, and astrologi-
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cal readings were also occurring. Some people were high,

some quite high. Some were not high at all. Some people en-

gaged in spontaneous, interpretive dancing around the event,

while others drifted off into the woods to engage in their

own spirit quests. People were learning how to cook a range

of vegetarian dishes, how to make mud-based houses, circu-

lating literature about other alternative gatherings, or work-

ing a social connection that might provide a place to stay

after the gathering. Throughout, many of the people watch-

ing the ritual repeated, with equal parts irony and serious-

ness, a specific, highly formalized aspect of discourse that can

be heard within these gatherings—that, although they them-

selves thought such practices went ‘‘too far,’’ the young man

was on his own journey and this journey should be respected,

or at least be provided the space to be conducted safely.

To intern radical faeries in their sanctuaries and rituals

would, however, artificially constrain the sources and trajec-

tories of their cultural makings. This is a social movement

that is explicitly oriented to circulation. As the composition

of Jai’s gourd and even these few vignettes suggest, the circu-

lation of people, knowledge, and practices plays an important

role in the world-making practices of this movement. And

objects like Jai’s gourd do not just travel. They may also be

transformed in order to travel in a different culture of cir-

culation. Jai took images of some of his gourds and turned

them into a tarot deck. In other words, self-elaboration as a

shared practice works in, through, and across a wide range

of other intentional or accidental communities, including

faerie sanctuaries, Peruvian villages, indigenous settlements,
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hippie gatherings, and urban squats. People trade informa-

tion or surf the Web about where knowledgeable shamans

lead ayahuasca or peyote rituals. They travel there, and else-

where, looking for something that will expand their episte-

mological and moral horizon and that will provide them with

new languages and ways of thinking about self-expansion. All

of these diverse life experiences inflect what everyone is doing

together at these gatherings. In other words, the social varia-

tion within this counter-public is not merely or most substan-

tially found in the surface register of sartorial styles. It is the

very nature of this counter-public to move and vary.

I, too, am a part of this world, insofar as I cart all sorts

of ideas, objects, and social relations back and forth, bring-

ing indigenous perspectives to faerie gatherings and faerie

perspectives to indigenous communities, sometimes acciden-

tally, sometimes because this is what I have to contribute.

During a particularly tedious moment during a radical faerie

heart circle—the communal means by which information is

shared and conflicts resolved—a young man got hold of the

talking stick and was clearly going to speak for a very long

time. I turned to Hush, a permanent member of the commu-

nity, and quipped that all ‘‘true cultures’’ had mechanisms of

discipline and closure. Hush ran out and tackled the speaker.

On the other side of the world, one day I recounted the

branding scene to a group of older indigenous women dur-

ing a drive from Belyuen to Wadeye. They listened with an

intense focus in marked contrast with the banter that charac-

terizes these trips. When I was done, one of the women, in-

dicating her seriousness by saying, ‘‘Now you listen hard,’’
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urged me to find Antler and explain to him that branding

was for cattle—real indigenous rituals did not brand people.

But I did not know where Antler was at the time. Even if I

had found him, he might not consider himself to be doing

an Aboriginal ritual. And even if I did persuade him to stop,

he and I are not the only, or even the most important, couple

in the global circulation of New Age, freak, and alternative

cultures that move through places like Belyuen and that re-

figure the commonsense view of what Aboriginal culture is.21

In 1989, on a beach road, Belyuen women and I met one such

traveler. He was from Turin, Italy, and he was pushing a bi-

cycle, dressed in nothing but his underwear. He had come to

learn the Aboriginal way, he said, and according to my com-

panions, some of the young men from the area had taken him

around the coast showing him Dreaming sites in exchange for

cigarettes and beer.

I don’t know where the man from Turin went after he left

us, but I’m sure he took the encounter with us as a personal

citational resource. Again—as I do. After all, I’m not merely

spectator and translator between these communities. I’m

called on to participate in ways that make my encounters as

awkward as anyone else’s. A particularly painful example of

this awkwardness occurred around the death of a younger

indigenous sister of mine in 2004. She was born and raised

at Belyuen, but was living in Darwin when she was hit by a

car and left for dead. She spent a few weeks in the intensive

care ward in a coma at Darwin Royal Hospital, during which

time her family was given false hope that she might recover.

She did not. With her daughter’s death, her mother, Ruby
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Yarrowin, had lost four of her children. Angry and grieving,

she declared that she was not going to wait the usual year

for her daughter’s kapug, a mortuary ceremony in which the

personal possessions of the deceased are ritually burned. In-

stead she asked her menggen, Alice Wainbirri, the sister of

her late husband; a few other female age-mates; the menggen

closest to her daughter, Diane Bianamu; her youngest daugh-

ter; and I to take her daughter’s clothes to a nearby coastal

outstation and burn them immediately. Ruby’s family had

lived at the outstation when her husband, Roy Yarrowin, was

alive. His nyuidj, spirit, still resides there, playing games with

his extended family whenever they visit. Two troop carriers

went to the burning, loaded with extended family. During the

burning Ruby Yarrowin insisted that I help Diane burn the

clothes. I hesitated, and the other older women lightly ob-

jected, but on Ruby’s insistence I went ahead. At a certain

point the clothes touched me.

After we were done, some of the older women asked me to

take them home, and then others insisted that I drive them

back so they could fish for the rest of the day. Right when

we reached the beach, the gearbox of my troop carrier broke.

The short version of the story is that, until three in the morn-

ing, I pushed, tugged, and begged the truck, inch by sandy

inch, back to the main road with the help of people from Bel-

yuen and two men from the truck rental agency. The next

morning, earlier than I would have liked, I was awakened by

a delegation of elder women. They wanted to make sure that

I knew that Roy Yarrowin had punished me for touching my

dead sister’s clothes. ‘‘That old lady know that. Bet you know
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that.’’ Which was true—I do know that the cousin (menggen)

or aunt of the deceased is the only person who can safely burn

personal items during these ceremonies. I knew that, but I

couldn’t refuse RubyYarrowin, no matter why she might have

asked me to violate this law.

Though I know this, I do not know other things. I do not

know, for instance, how far these mortuary rituals can be,

or should be, extended. Should these ways of mediating be-

tween the living and the dead stop for me when I drive out of

Belyuen? They don’t. How could they, after so many years?

I would have to be made out of concrete for this to be the

case. And yet, although the forms and modes of my grieving

are now deeply informed by Belyuen ways of grieving, this

simple fact does not provide any guidance on how these forms

and modes, or how I, as an artifact of them, make any sense

outside of the social fields that make up ‘‘Belyuen.’’ How can

these forms of mourning, and other ritually mediated modes

of life, move across social worlds whose social presuppositions

are significantly different? In other words, the form and mode

of mourning sensibly regiment, and are made sensible by, all

the social characteristics of the worlds in which they arise.

How can a kapug be held in the United States if everyone

there is related by stranger sociality? Are families of choice

good enough? Who would be the menggen in such a family?

And yet, the lack of these social roles and the social practices

that support them does not change the fact that I am also,

in this lack, still mourning as if they were there. This haunt-

ing is not merely, or perhaps primarily, a challenge of trans-

lation—not about what these practices mean—but about the
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fact that material, subjective, and social conditions are im-

posed on and necessary for forms to circulate across always

already informed social space.

Men and women from the coastal region in northwest Aus-

tralia face a similar sort of problem when they decide to move

away from the thick kinship-inflected communities of their

birth to places such as Darwin, Elcho Island, Katherine, or

Broome. They may do so for jobs or to get away from the

low-level infections rife on rural communities, the constant

demand-sharing, or a fight. If I listen to my sister Diane Bia-

namu, who has made such a choice, these cities provide the

excitement and relief of stranger sociality. Demand-sharing

is not as all-consuming as it is in small indigenous commu-

nities, and day-to-day health and health care is often better.

There are movie theaters and video stores, twenty-four hour

food and liquor markets, casinos, public transportation, and

the rich languages and styles of the region.The positive bene-

fits of suburban dwelling do not, however, evacuate a per-

son’s social history. How does one hold a kapug in a sub-

urban backyard surrounded by friendly, or not so friendly,

neighbors? Some of these neighbors might be indigenous, but

from significantly different social backgrounds and cultural

practices; some might be non-indigenous Christians, Confu-

cians, or Muslims. Many urban-dwelling indigenous men and

women return to their natal communities to hold such ritu-

als. But this simply creates other kinds of problems. How

does someone living in Darwin or its suburban hinterland

maintain the emotional and social connections necessary for

organizing a mourning ritual? Sometimes the impossibility
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of constituting these rituals of grief or any of the other infor-

mal rituals of interaction is exactly what binds people to local

worlds. To move too far away from them is to move too far

away from the self that has been constituted by them.

These embodied disturbances are hardly limited to indige-

nous people. They constitute, in some critical sense, human

existence. Wicker, who lives at the Short Mountain Sanctu-

ary, describes his journey into the radical faeries as initiated

by this same kind of subjective haunting. Drafted into the

U.S. Army from a moderate-sized Midwestern town, he re-

turned from his tour of duty in Vietnam to find the town

in which he was once happy and comfortable now too cul-

turally and socially homogeneous. No matter how traumatic

his stay in Southeast Asia, it sensitized him to other ways of

being, and this sensitivity made him uncomfortable at home.

There is nothing particularly unusual about Wicker’s experi-

ence. People who leave a sleepy town for college in the big city

are often affected in the same way. It is a cliché: ‘‘You can’t

go home again.’’ Moreover, what caused Wicker to leave his

hometown is, no doubt, more complicated than his retrospec-

tive suggests. Bildungsromans often condense, reorder, and

sweep clean parts of a life that fall outside the narrative em-

plotment. What particularized Wicker’s experience was his

encounter with a set of homophobic institutions including the

Army and the early medical establishment around hiv/aids.

A variety of consciousness-raising and self-realization ses-

sions in the 1970s led him to ask what was possible once one

saw the self-deforming effects of commercial, social, and po-
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litical conformity. The magic of the radical faeries was one

answer.

Two objects, three scenes, and multiplying forms and

modes of connectivity: What differentiates these modes of so-

cial life, mine from faeries’ from indigenous people’s? Where

are the boundaries separating one mode of producing ‘‘some-

thing’’ and designating ‘‘nothing’’ from another mode? Who

and what is interested in producing these separations, their

meanings, dynamics, qualities, and destinations? Some peo-

ple might wonder why they should care whether or not non-

indigenous people engage in practices of self-elaboration that

sometimes use indigenous and pagan symbols and sometimes

do not. Howdoes caring capture,constrain,orcontrol the play

of social life?

Not all indigenous people are critical of New Age spiritu-

alities such as those practiced by the radical faeries. The men

who took the man from Turin around the coast, showing him

camping and sacred sites and telling him public stories about

these sites, didn’t mind whether he wore a feather, played

the didjeridoo, or shared with them stories he had collected

from other indigenous communities. But others are both-

ered. Their reactions range from a barely disguised homo-

phobia to a sustained critique in terms of cultural property

rights. In his blog essay, ‘‘An Innovative Affair of Genocide,’’

the Indigenist commentator, educator, and activist Reverend

Sequoyah Ade reflects on some of the defining legends of

the radical faerie movement and their political impact on his

own struggle to articulate an ‘‘indigenist political ideology.’’22
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While supporting the emancipation claims of gays and lesbi-

ans, Ade considers the symbolic appropriations of indigenous

traditions by radical faeries to be at best insensitive and at

worst a form of cultural genocide.

According to legend, in 1970, Hay (who also claimed to

have had an Apostolic encounter with spiritual leader

Wovoka, the prophet of the Ghost Dance in his youth

in Nevada) journeyed to New Mexico in an attempt to

make this connection by finding a real living Berdache,

since ‘‘real’’ Indians are primarily seen as phantasms

of the American past. While I could not find any evi-

dence of Hay actually locating his Berdache among the

Pueblos, in 1979 the first official gathering called the

‘‘Spiritual Conference of Radical Faeries’’ took place in

Arizona headed by Hay, John Burnside, Don Kilhefner,

Mitch Walker and openly gay writer Will Roscoe. More

than 200 men took part in the meeting conducting what

they felt to be ‘‘authentic’’ Native American spiritual

rituals sprinkled with various bits and pieces from other

European traditions, mostly Pagan. Euroamerican Gay

males stood about in the desert dressed for the occasion.

Scottish kilts combined with fringed buckskin boots

and Southeast Asian body markings of warrior clans

past were displayed alongside others dancing to Indian

hand drums buck naked with feathers tied to their ‘‘In-

dian’’ braids and other appendages. Initially this hodge-

podge of confused Wasi’chu pseudo-religious theology

seems harmless and fun for those involved. Practicing
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bewildering rituals comprised of two parts of what they

think is Sioux religion, Celtic sun worship, a dash of

the I-Ching and three-eighths of revisionist sex-positive

Christianity curiously appears to arrive at a sort of Gay

version of the neo-Nazi World Church of the Creator.23

It is important to note that Ade does not dismiss the struc-

tures of power and discrimination that gays and lesbians face.

He seems to believe, more or less, that if gay people would

just remain gay that would be o.k. What he criticizes is what

he considers to be the helter-skelter appropriative religiosity

of the radical faeries. What initially seems harmless, even

fun, when gay men are just being gay men, becomes fascist

and genocidal for Ade when they express this gayness through

ritual appropriation.

Why this emphasis on ritual invention and on gay sexual-

ity? Why do the appropriation of indigenous identity and the

invention of religious rituals become the key tropes through

which the eclectic worlds of this and other counter-cultural

movements are artifactualized and critically apprehended?

Three

Ade’s emphasis on the appropriation of indigenous identity

and the invention of ritual is due, at least in part, to claims by

Hay and his hagiographers that his encounter with Wovoka,

the founder of the Ghost Dance, constituted an indigenous

authorization of the movement. This emphasis is also due, in

part, to the centrality of ritual in defining cultural difference
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in a post-anthropological imaginary and the absolute differ-

ence this imaginary draws between cosmological meanings

and sexual practices.

Ritual is arguably the heart of culture and cosmology in

the classical anthropological imaginary as well as in mass

media accounts of cultural difference. If you want to under-

stand a culture, study its rituals. And anthropologists did,

tracking, mapping, comparing, and theorizing ritual differ-

ences throughout empire. From this point of view, ritual

is where culture symbolically expresses itself most densely,

most unconsciously, most self-referentially and with breath-

taking virtuosity, even as ‘‘culture,’’ as a shared normative ori-

entation, is re-constituted. Ritual reanimates and re-presents

social normativity through the refracted mirror of another

ontic realm—another more powerful world enters this world

by means of ritual—and ritual manages this entry in such a

way that the given world is reproduced rather than shattered.

In other words, many anthropologists have viewed ritual

as the primary means by which a culture’s clock is continu-

ally reset, remaking the present in the affective, symbolic, and

practical form of the past.24 In this literature, the real point

of ritual—its telos—is the generation and reconstitution of

community by stimulating desires and feelings toward com-

ponents of the moral and social orders through concentrated

references to symbolic phenomena and processes.25 The task

of cultural theory has been to answer how ritual achieves

this multi-worldliness and how in achieving it social norms

are iterated. How does ritual signal the presence of another

world? How does it signal the break between this new onto-
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nomic realm and ordinary time and space? How does it sig-

nal its singular ability to reanimate and manage this multi-

worldliness?

So, how do faerie rituals sit within this anthropologi-

cal imaginary of culture? The symbolic center of a Beltane

gathering, held annually on May Day at a faerie sanctuary in

the rural South, is the ritual raising of a maypole. The com-

mune of about twenty people swells to several hundred visi-

tors who camp throughout sanctuary grounds.The first thing

to note about this ritual, as with many faerie rituals, is the

enormous innovation around the key symbolic events—what

kind of dress people wear, the choreography of the maypole

dance, and the shape of the maypole—and the sub-rituals

that precede and follow the pole-raising ceremony. This said,

a basic diagram of the ritual can easily be discerned. In the

weeks leading up to the event, elder members of the com-

mune choose, cut, and prepare the maypole, which is usually

about twenty feet, and prepare the hole on the central knoll

into which it is inserted. After breakfast, participants are en-

couraged to go to their tents and prepare their bodies for

the ritual. In the late morning, community elders call the

group to the knoll and assemble them into a large heart circle

in which everyone present holds hands. Then, members and

friends of the sanctuary are called on to open the ritual with

their own, often quickly inspired, sub-rituals, such as lamen-

tations to Earth, water, and fire. The maypole is raised. A

dance around it commences, its end marking the end of the

formal phase of the ritual. Participants are then released into

a day of general and multiple activities—dancing, sex, drum-
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ming, food preparation, sun-bathing, tarot reading, sweats,

and massage. It is during these post-ritual meanderings that

the ritual is ratified, and where a general consensus emerges

that the ritual did, or did not, effectively reanimate an ontic

realm always already within the quotidian world.

Although it’s left to members to decide how to prepare

their bodies for the event, bodily preparation and discourses

about bodily preparation are elaborate and intense. They in-

clude the construction of a wide range of costumes from the

sideshow ‘‘carny’’ to witch and warlock motifs, and the con-

sumption of drugs. Usually, a consensus emerges over the

course of the week, guided by those responsible for the ritual,

about which kind of drugs would best enhance the activities.

Individuals are free to do other drugs, or no drugs at all. But

the ritual is conceptualized in part through the way that ordi-

nary space-time can be bent on the basis of well-known and

well-practiced understandings of the typical psychological

states of a man or a woman on ecstasy, lsd, psychedelic mush-

rooms, Ketamine, ghb, and other homebrews.The experience

of space and time is not bent merely by drugs but also by the

opening and closing of ritual events, the kind of music played,

natural or artificial lighting, the color and shape of costumes.

All these elements are coordinated to intensify the biospace-

time. Nevertheless, the ingestion of drugs and the constitu-

tion of biospace is not merely functional. Many faeries have

participated in indigenous organized rituals that utilize the

hallucinatory powers of ayahuasca, psychedelic mushrooms,

and peyote to conjoin the ordinary and geontological worlds.

Drugs act as medium, index, and certification of the authen-
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ticity of the ritual nature of the event because they are already

discursively linked to drug-inflected ritual techniques of in-

digenous Southwestern U.S. and Amazonian groups.

The way I have just described the raising of the maypole

would fit neatly within most anthropological views of ritual.

The ritual draws on and creates a rigid separation between the

supra-ordinary and the ordinary world, its typical rhythms,

values, and styles of the self. Careful thought goes into the

construction of this biospace, drawing a far-flung network of

human and material resources into its central axis, much in

the way that indigenous women and men I know recruit their

neighbors into rituals in order to expand, consolidate, or ini-

tiate claims to places, people, and things. Poetically reflexive,

fractually recursive practices consolidate the internal coher-

ence of particular ritual as well as linking it to the larger arc

of the gathering. Throughout the week, for instance, visitors

are encouraged to participate in small heart circles, which

are consensually organized spaces for the expression of feel-

ings about the gathering, how it has or has not changed them,

and thoughts about how it could be better organized. These

formally construed informal spaces cultivate and direct feel-

ings, providing them with a shape, procedure, and language.

These small heart circles provide the affectively and semioti-

cally reflexive ground from which the large heart circle mov-

ing around the maypole at the main event draws its semiotic

energy.

Other radical faerie rituals might stretch the classic an-

thropological imaginary and public patience about the legiti-

macy of the claim that faerie rituals are rituals in any serious
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sense. For instance, a dance party might lie at the far end of

the kind of event that qualifies as a ritual for manyanthropolo-

gists, as well as for many ordinary people. And yet some local

commune members described a dance party, held during one

Beltane week, as a ritual. The party was held in the sanc-

tuary temple, a three-story wooden building with a central

open atrium, a second-story balcony, and several bedrooms

on the third floor. A group of New Yorkers who had come to

the mountain for the gathering hosted the party. They took

responsibility for the community dinner before the event, de-

signing it around the theme of an exclusive New York restau-

rant. A number of men and I acted as status police, allow-

ing some people to enter the exclusive section of the dinner,

turning back others. When the Statue of Liberty showed up

drunk, homeless, and lacking an invitation, he was beaten

and thrown out. The dinner thematic of rigid social status

was then contrasted to the dance aesthetic of radical social

blurring.

A consensus emerged that what made the party great was

this blurring of social identities, its attempt to push beyond

the notion of social heterogeneity, not merely by promoting a

density of the ‘‘kinds of people’’ participating (men, women,

and transgenders; straight, gay/lesbian, and bisexual; locals,

out-of-towners, and residents) but also interrogating the de-

sirability of ‘‘kinds of people’’ on which liberal heterogeneity

depends—the rigidly preserved Bantustans of identity poli-

tics. After the event, people noted that at certain points they

did not know who was a token of which type of person. De

facto, partyers tended to sexualize in a way that did not ap-
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pear to break sharply the token/type relations that preceded

the party, no matter how they socialized. Men who liked men

sexualized with men though they socialized in erotic ways

with women and transgendered persons.The same can be said

about the women and transgendered persons at the party. But

for many of these same people the ideal of ‘‘openness,’’ an ori-

entation to newaffective, sexual, and carnal opportunities and

the way that this orientation placed typical life under suspi-

cion, mattered corporeally. The very fact of this normative

shift changed the materialityof normative sexuality no matter

who had sex with whom.

However, the value of the party hardly escaped the play

of contestation. The shape, scope, and outcome of a range

of chemical enhancements and public sex acts were debated

the next day, especially as they concerned practices of safe

sex. People argued about: whether the sanctuary should take

a harm reduction or abstinence approach to sex and drugs;

whether people should disclose their hiv status; what kinds of

sex should take place on sanctuary land; howand which drugs

and chemicals should be used; if there should be a consensus

about these things or if it was the point of radical faerie soci-

ality and spirituality that each person was on his or her own

journey of exploration. But then again, was the use of the am-

biguous notion of ‘‘journey’’ just a way people avoided their

ethical responsibilities in an epidemic?26

These questions certainly suggested why many partici-

pants thought this was a great, or not so great, party, but it

hardly tells us why it was considered by some to have been a

ritual. The answer has several parts. In some sense, the ritual
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nature of the party was the result of nothing more than an

assertion that the party was a ritual. This assertion was sup-

ported by the narrative coordination of the place and time

of the party to the context of the May Day gathering and

the coincidence of a lunar eclipse the night of the party. In

other words, the illocutionary force of the assertion that the

party was a ritual drew its baptismal energy from its perfor-

mative association with these other events. These externally

oriented narrative coordinations were anchored to other in-

ternally co-referential practices—for instance, the opening

and closing of the party, which marked it off from the ordi-

nary ebb and flow of the gathering. All of these semiotic an-

chors were carefully coordinated to the anticipated biophysi-

cal reactions that participants would have to certain forms of

music, lighting, rhythms, and chemicals. Finally, as with the

pole-raising, the party was retroactively ratified as a ritual—

some people claimed this status for the party because it had

produced spiritual effects.Throughout the following day, dis-

cussions centered on a dragon that some people said they saw

flying across the full moon, in the post-eclipse sky, and on a

certain vibration that the temple seemed to give off long after

the party had ended. Of course, all these assertions and inter-

pretations existed amid competing points of view. Some ques-

tioned whether the temple was actually vibrating, countering

that these vibrations were the result of the sound system or

the ‘‘racked’’ perceptual systems of post-partyers. Some ques-

tioned the status of the dragon; clearly, it could have been a

cloud. They offered these alternative possibilities with a good

dose of scorn, saying that other people didn’t know the differ-
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ence between real magical events and their own addled minds

and that such naiveté was what led to unsafe sexual and chemi-

cal practices. Others responded with humor. But the possi-

bility that magic could happen, not whether it did in this in-

stance, is one of the deep presuppositions animating these

ritual events, and what makes them, for some of these men,

not merely a circuit party.

Demonstrating that these practices meet certain popular

and anthropological criteria of ritual would not quell evalua-

tions, such as those by Ade, that these are really just a bunch

of white guys, with smatterings from other social groups,

making up spirituality as they go along, mystifying what is

really just a drug-addled sex party.To think Ade would be sat-

isfied with this analysis is to miss the broader historical and

social conditions out of which his specific indigenous critique

of the intersection of ritual and sexuality emerges. To under-

stand these historical and social contexts we need to shift

from an abstract analysis of the formal properties of ritual and

from a focus on gay sexuality and spirituality to the historical

uses of indigenous spirituality and sexuality in the making of

anthropological discourses concerning ritual sex.

Christopher Herbert has detailed some of the broad out-

lines of this history. He has, for instance, shown how, during

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, ‘‘a broad

reversal of assumptions [occurs] in which ‘savage’ society is

transformed from a void of institutional control where desire

is rampant to a spectacle of controls exerted systemically

upon the smallest details of daily life.’’27 Indeed, the emer-

gence of anthropology as a modern science pivoted on ethno-
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pornographic portraits of saturnalian rituals of savages giving

way to ethnographic analyses of the cosmological meanings

of colonial ritual. Where sex was thought to or did exist in

ritual form, anthropologists argued that its primary purpose

was to express, represent, and transact a symbolic order—a

cosmology. Professional anthropology increasingly insisted,

contra older ethnopornographers—sexologists such as Have-

lock Ellis and novelists and amateur ethnographers such as

Richard Burton—that the secret of ritual carnality was not

human sexuality but human culture, the rule of law animat-

ing the social order. What were initially perceived as indexes

of the primitive corporeality of savage life—passions unregu-

lated by any real cultural logic—came to be understood as

the material manifestations of a profoundly cosmological sys-

tem that integrated social realms. Professional anthropolo-

gists argued that to apprehend this law lurking beyond the

flesh of ritual, one needed to look past, not more closely into,

the actual corporealityof ritual.This transfiguration of carnal

acts into symbolic acts provided the discursive grounds for

domesticating the difference between the sacred and profane,

religious and secular, private and public. For instance, the

coastal and inland region from which the two shells sitting on

my desk were collected was the scene of exactly these kinds of

scientific disciplines. And lest anyone forget, the print media

in the far north of Australia periodically circulated the ‘‘true’’

and ‘‘scandalous’’ history of ritual sexuality.28

In the shadow of this history, Ade’s insistence on the sepa-

ration between ritual acts and sex acts, between homosexu-

ality as a sexual identity and indigeneity as a cultural iden-
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tity, makes a certain sense. Ade is struggling to pull a way

of being out of the grip of the Western opposition between

sexuality and spirituality. As some radical faeries attempt to

build a form of religiosity out of a mode of indigenous sexu-

ality, indigenous people like Ade are struggling to separate

an actual indigenous history from the cultural imaginary of

settler history. He is criticizing radical faeries for parroting

rather than critically deconstructing this history. The gourd

housing itself like a hermit crab within the shells finds itself in

a property struggle or, perhaps, in a propriety struggle about

the proper elements that must be in place for a ritual to be a

true ritual, for a spirituality to be a true spirituality, culture

a true culture, because all of these truths are the condition

of recognition of indigenous people within the framework of

state cultural difference. The conditions of recognition for

radical faeries aren’t the same.

The separation of ritual acts and sex acts is one of the

foundations for establishing the difference between gourd and

shells. But it is not the only separation. The charge that radi-

cal faeries are having sex seems less charged at times than

the claim that they are making up their culture. Creativity is

often cast as the Achilles heel of the New Age. On its Web

site, one gallery of Aboriginal art proclaimed:

Contemporary Australian Aboriginal Art derives its

worldwide acclaim from the very roots of Australian Ab-

original Culture and Tradition. It is not new—it is not

orchestrated—it is not devised—it is not designed

—it is not and never can be a new age ‘‘created’’

wonder. . . .
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No whiteman could ever be so clever as to propagate,

negotiate, advertise and launch such an undertaking—

no other people—other than our Australian Indigenous

people—could be capable of such a feat.

Of course, it is relevantly new in the history of col-

lectable art—of course Aboriginal Painters and Ab-

original Communities are employing curators to exhibit

their art—but devised and new age are not relevant

adjectives.

The best team of writers in the Walt Disney Enter-

prise could never, never, create the stories, characters,

charm, situations, mystique and authenticity of the

works which our Indigenous people have in the past and

still are, offering to the world.

It is inherent in our Aboriginal peoples’ culture to

observe, to endure, to live in harmony with their Mother

land, to use the gifts she offers, to share them amongst

the family, to guard the land on which they depend, to

abide by the beliefs and tradition passed on to them, to

obey the wisdom of their elders and the stories of their

Dreaming—all this is what we are privileged to perceive

in Contemporary Aboriginal Painting and Artefacts.29

Custom and creativity, inheritance and innovation, past

and future orientations: the shells I bought at a shop in Aus-

tralia might be nothing. But for people like Ade and the au-

thors of this Web page on Aboriginal art, the shell derives its

status as nothing from a source that is very different from the

source from which the gourd derives its status as something.
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The shells could have been something, could have been teth-

ered to an authentic spiritual tradition, because something

sits behind the shells—as CharlesTaylor once put it, a human

culture that has ‘‘animated whole societies over some con-

siderable stretch of time.’’30Not so with the gourd. No matter

how exactly it may replicate an indigenous artifact (note, not

a claim that Jai makes for it), no authentic long-standing cul-

ture is seen to subtend it on which a politics of recognition

can or should be built. Because the gourd is created freely, as,

supposedly, are the radical faeries themselves, no presump-

tion of cultural value need be extended to them. Certainly,

Hay may have considered the radical faeries to be a part of a

long cultural tradition viciously destroyed and now freely re-

invented. And given the weight that the law of cultural recog-

nition places on the genealogical conditions of tolerance and

worth, it is not surprising that Hay and others would seek a

genealogical solution. But for many outside this movement,

the faeries remain at most a ‘‘partial cultural milieu within a

society’’ and, given their blurring of sex and religion, no more

than a phase of ‘‘decadence.’’31

The bald claim of the Web site quoted above may be true

enough in many instances. The problem, however, is not that

members of various New Age movements, such as the radi-

cal faeries, aren’t all that creative, although, to be sure, par-

ticular people may in fact be more or less creative, more or

less predictable, in how they sample and assemble diverse ele-

ments of social life, elements scavenged from junk heaps, gar-

bage cans, and thrift stores as well as from other people’s tra-

ditions. The problem is the discursive emphasis that radical
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faeries place on individual creativity, that in expressed ideol-

ogy the orientation is toward sampling, selecting, and assem-

bling one’s own life as a self-expressive artifact in a context in

which true indigenous culture is characterized, in the ideol-

ogy of law and society, as iterative, as disciplined by the de-

scending object. If the radical faeries have a ‘‘culture,’’ then

its discursive grounding seems to rest firmly on the backbone

of the parvenu—discourses and practices that measure the

worth of a life, and a society, relative to its capacity to con-

stitute and vest sovereignty in the individual—even if this is

not strictly true.

This is what I mean when I say that there is a certain

truth to Ade’s claim. If members of the radical faeries are

not ‘‘making up’’ their culture, they are certainly oriented

to explicit contestation about what lies within the borders of

the radical faerie movement and what lies outside them—

what is and is not ‘‘something.’’ We can simply listen to the

multivocality and multifunctionality of the term ‘‘journey’’

to see this. As well as referring to a certain onto-theology

of self-reflexive autobiography, the term ‘‘journey’’ provides

a discursive pivot around which a person can elaborate his

own identity, allegiances, and self-reflexive capacities against

and across the full spectrum of permanent, part-time, and

occasionally identified radical faeries who constitute this par-

ticular counter-public. Relying on cascading orders of infer-

ence, the term ‘‘journey’’ can be used seriously, and ironi-

cally, as onto-theological insight, doctrine, and self-delusion,

in such a way that the location of the center, edge, and heart

of ‘‘the radical faeries’’ is continually disturbed, divided, and
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debated. For instance, Jai may invest spiritual value in the

gourd because of how it draws together and manifests an im-

portant set of events in his life. And he may attribute my at-

traction to and selection of it as evidence of this spiritual in-

vestment. But I can decide that the gourd contains no such

spiritual qualities without breaking any of the discursive pro-

tocols of the onto-theological discourse of autobiography as

spiritual exercise. My journey may well be that I am not in

touch with the energyof the gourd or, more interestingly, that

in my presence the gourd does not have this energy—that

with me, it is nothing.

These exercises of doctrinal discourse, irony, and self/

other-deprecation are mobilized not merely for the sake of

identity formation but also for the sake of the economic health

of self-identified faeries and the self-identified faerie sanctu-

aries that dot North America, Australia, and Western Europe.

Living for the most part in national and international grey

economies, committed radical faeries (for whatever duration)

often support themselves through a mixture of welfare, occa-

sional work, small organic food markets, and small ‘‘suitcase’’

markets such as the one that Jai and I constituted out of the

back of his car.32 Faerie sanctuaries, for the most part non-

profit land trusts, must generate income for taxes, building

expansion, travel, and food. Gatherings—communal events

drawing into these communes members of the counter-public

and other interested or allied groups—on the land or benefits

held off the land provide one means by which cash is gener-

ated. Particular styles of identity-as-difference emerge in part

from this economic need to draw people’s resources and iden-
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tifications to one place and away from other possible places.

Just as one person may quash another person’s assertion that

a magical event has happened, or that some object is in fact

generating spiritual energy, so members of one community

may charge another with becoming too commercial—tourist-

oriented—and with having lost sight of the spiritual orienta-

tion of the movement.Visitors to gatherings sometimes voice

criticisms of what are perceived as non-progressive aspects

of gatherings. Permanent members of sanctuaries sometimes

address, sometimes dismiss these criticisms, helping to gen-

erate the divergent personal and community styles that are

then drawn into debates about what makes a radical faerie a

‘‘true’’ radical faerie—that is, the qualities that hinge token

to type, and constitute type as such.

But howdifferent is this kind and level of contestation from

what we see in the ordinary lives of my friends along the north-

west coast? What is and is not ‘‘something,’’ for instance, in

the sense that Nuki and I were using this term to refer to

the shells, can be a matter of serious dispute in indigenous

worlds, animating heated debates not only about the status of

a thing (song, picture, object) but also about what should be

the evidential grounds for assessing competing claims about

the status of a thing. Among indigenous people I know, spe-

cial emphasis is placed on the personal experience of the

power of a geontological site or thing as this experience is

mediated by the opinion of knowledgeable elders.33 The im-

portance of this mode of knowledge acquisition in authoriz-

ing truth claims is signaled by such common statements as,

‘‘That one sebi properly, im been there got that wulgamen’’
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(She really understands. She learned it from that old lady). In

other words, seeing for oneself under the tutelage of knowl-

edgeable elders is the firmest ground on which an assertion

of truth about something can be made. Second to this mode

of knowledge acquisition and truth assertion is the personal

experience of the power of a geontological event during ordi-

nary everyday interactions, as in ‘‘I never believed properly,

but I been look myself today.’’

These evidential grounds do not hold for all indigenous

Australians, whose social experience and life-courses vary

widely, and certainly do not hold across the global terrain

of indigenous worlds. Disinherited by the forces of settler

colonialism from anything that could be regarded as a pre-

settlement song, language, object, or land, many urban in-

digenous people individually select and sample from a va-

riety of public sources to constitute their own personalized,

often marketable, version of indigenous symbolic life.34 In

these spaces, the differences between indigenous and non-

indigenous can begin to blur. Take, for instance, the reaction

of a young white man at a faerie gathering to the spotting of a

red-tailed hawk circling the communal kitchen. He pointed

to the bird, telling a couple of us sitting nearby that it was his

spirit totem. I asked him how he had acquired this particu-

lar bird as his totem. He replied that he had just always felt

a strong personal attachment to the red-tailed hawk. He then

described an encounter with another hawk that figured this

personal attachment as ultimately authored by the bird itself.

He said that he was standing in an abandoned field when a

red-tailed hawk swooped down and caught a snake. Instead
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of flying off with it, the hawk just stood there eating it. Soon

a crow came by and the hawk leapt into the air with the snake

in its talons, passing with outstretched wings just inches from

his body. This young white man’s story was not so different

in its surface elements from those I have heard from indige-

nous men and women in and around Darwin. These stories

of an individual’s spiritual encounter with a specific animal

species sutures together, if awkwardly, the skin of these men

and women as each absorbs and refigures the mytho-poetics

of indigeneity available to them.

However, even where urban indigenous people lack text

artifacts that signal the presence of the descending ob-

ject, they can evoke the presence of the genealogical society

through the notion of race. Since the 1980s, urban indige-

nous groups have marked their distinct social standing in the

heteroglossic settler nations through their racial heritage as

figured by a human descent group. A sociocentric genealogi-

cal chart can be used to designate membership in a social

group even in the absence of any shared knowledge, symbolic

substance,or social practice.The political effectiveness of this

strategydepends on the compelling nature of a distinction be-

tween aggregated individuals of choice and the mass subject

of genealogical determination. It was just these questions—

what makes a group a ‘‘group’’ and what constitutes the dif-

ferences between kinds of groups—that fascinated, fastened,

and gripped the attention of lawyers and anthropologists in

an exchange during a land claim as they tried to articulate

why a large, thousand-plus, urban-oriented Aboriginal claim-

ant group, many of whom did not know each other and did
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not share common activities or beliefs, fit the legal definition

of a local descent group:

His Honour: It’s a bit of a nebulous concept, isn’t it? I

mean if you take the members of the Melbourne Cricket

Club, of which there are tens of thousands, I certainly,

being one,don’t knowall of the others. I know how to as-

certain who all of the others are in the sense that I know

that somewhere there’s a register on which the names

all appear. Are we a group or are we a category or how

do you describe us?

His Honour: There’s some—you have to have, you

would say, some kind of cohesive element before you

become a group?

Dr. Rose: Some kind of shared project together, per-

haps. Some kind of mutual understanding of why you

belong together.

His Honour: That’s not really what I’m putting [sic].

If you go back to the Melbourne Cricket Club, you say

that for some purpose, at least, the Melbourne Cricket

Club would constitute a group and that, notwithstand-

ing that we’re not watching sport together at the same

time, only some of us are from time to time, but we are

all descended from people, are we a descent group?

Dr. Rose: No.

His Honour: No. And why not, because there has to be

some, presumably, some relevant connection between

the ancestors and the cohesive factor?
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Dr. Rose: Well, no, because the Melbourne Cricket Club

is not constituted on a principle of descent.You become

a member—well I don’t know, but you would know how

you become a member.

His Honour: The criteria for joining is not descent.35

In this exchange, indigenous groups, as opposed to cricket-

ers and, for that matter, radical faeries, are not families of

choice any more than they are cultures of invention, because

a status of common descent stands in the background. And

this difference provides social traction for people like the land

comissioner who need some distinction to operate the legal

machinery of the politics of cultural difference. Individuals

may choose to identify as indigenous, but the fact of their

descent transforms this choice of identification into merely

the question of whether or not someone wishes to activate

what is always already there. The lack of choice in the domain

of genealogical classification effectively mirrors thick public

presumptions about culture as determination.36

The land commissioner and Rose were discussing a situa-

tion in which the only aspect of mutuality defining the group

was descent. But, even when thick ties of social and cultural

cohesion are clearly present within a descent group, disputes

about what is or is not something do not end. The social cohe-

sion merely helps to shape how disputes will proceed. After

all, who is a knowledgeable elder and on what grounds is the

assessment being made? What was the mode of tutelage—

ritual? Ritual of what sort? Hunting? Song acquisition? These

questions and others continually shape the center and edges,

the content and form, of what is considered to be properly
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indigenous; i.e., just as with the radical faeries, the category

emerges retroactively, an artifact of these social struggles over

genre.

Particularly heated disputes can arise when a person

claims to have been given access, through ancestral media-

tion, to sacred sites, narratives, and designs previously un-

known. Fred Myers, for instance, has described how, among

the Pintupi he worked with in central Australia,dreams about

ancestral beings offer ‘‘enormous interpretive possibilities.’’37

The setting, components, and texts of the dream may provide

new important insight into the geontology, but they may also

be ‘‘nothing.’’ They may be ‘‘just a dream.’’ These interpre-

tive possibilities can then be mobilized for political and so-

cial gain within a community.38 In the northwest coast where

I have lived, part of this struggle pivots around individual

skills and capacities: the reputation for ‘‘cleverness’’ that a

person can acquire by discerning actual, but as yet not cog-

nitively or visually articulated patterns of kinship and geon-

tology.39 ‘‘Cleverness’’ in this context refers not to the creative

capacity to pull into the plane of existence new forms—it is

not an existential form of freedom—but to pull into the plane

of human epistemology forms and patterns not yet known

but already existing.40 Rather than its abrogation, human in-

genuity is deeply integrated into the ways that humans en-

counter the geontology. Indeed, the absence of a clever per-

son and his or her ability to discern the immanent patterns of

the geontological world is a source of much anxiety for small

indigenous communities which, without such a person, are

blind to the forces of this geontological world.
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Radical faeries find themselves on the opposite side of this

discursively constructed difference between aggregated indi-

viduals of choice and the mass subject of genealogical deter-

mination, and not simply because members of this group do

not always physically reproduce. Insofar as they constitute

a counter-public, radical faeries seem to be an epiphenome-

non of the social imaginary of a public, rather than the social

imaginaryof kinship, race, and the reproductive family.What

exactly ‘‘a public’’ is, where it is, or how it emerged histori-

cally is, of course, a matter of much, and strenuous, debate. If

we narrow our focus to this particular public, then I think the

description that Michael Warner gives of public and counter-

public is quite useful. The counter-public of radical faeries

exists by virtue of members feeling addressed bya set of circu-

lating media that explicitly posit this public as an alternative

to the normative dimensions of public life. It would cease to

exist as a living body the moment no one felt addressed.41

In other words, radical faeries constitute themselves as a

social group by identifying with a specific kind and set of cir-

culating texts and practices. These circulating media never

address anyone in his or her particularity. On the contrary,

the texts are constructed to address a wide range of strangers,

even though many people writing and reading them may be

close friends and lovers and even though many members of

this counter-public are more than happy to restrict access to

specific public events to those members of this counter-public

whom they consider ‘‘just so.’’ (The theme of an exclusive din-

ner party during the May Day party ironically signaled just

this.) For all this, the counter-public of radical faeries, even if
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it is restricted to this mode of address, is not necessarily built

out of an exercise of freedom in the liberal sense—agents

choosing what to call home. It is a modern prince, a ‘‘con-

crete phantasy which acts on a dispersed and shattered people

to arouse and organize its collective will.’’42 However, these

counter-publics are not organized simply by the articulatory

power of addressivity. In some permanent radical faerie sanc-

tuaries, housing is determined by the longevity of residence,

a material sense of commitment and belonging. People often

spend years living in a tent before a room opens in a more

permanent structure. Other people may move more quickly

into such permanent structures if they become lovers with

someone already living there.

At this point the semantic distinction between contesta-

tion and creativity seems extremely relevant to the difference

attributed to radical faeries and indigenous Australians, at

least at the extremes of their social types. Why does contest-

ing whether someone has in fact encountered a Dreaming,

when sharing a presupposition about the truth of Dreaming,

seem distinct from contesting whether someone is in fact pro-

gressive or magical, when sharing a presupposition about the

truth of progress and magic? Both are instances of contesta-

tion, but whether they are instances of creativity depends on

the framework one brings to bear on time, form, and destina-

tion. They depend on the relevance of questions such as: Do

the forms stay consistent over time? Are innovations in pro-

ducing these forms oriented toward changing them or keep-

ing them consistent? Are some indigenous men and women

changing certain aspects of their ritual practice in order to
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maintain them in a changing colonial context? Are some radi-

cal faeries maintaining certain aspects of their general ide-

ology of spirituality in order to allow for self-transformative

practices?

Four

Even if the interpretive and material status of a text artifact in

indigenous communities may never be closed, this does not

stop the law and public from demanding textual closure and a

genealogical difference as the basis not merely for the recog-

nition of the worth of a culture (note, not necessarily for the

people within that culture) but for the granting of legal rights

to engage in certain kinds of social, cultural, corporeal, and

religious practices. No matter the actual dynamic between

the form of an artifact and the norms for producing it, law

and public may well demand that a text artifact appear stable,

unified, and essential and past-oriented rather than future-

oriented, for specific kinds of rights and values to accumulate

around them.43 This seems especially true in cases of sexual

and religious difference.

The first thing to note is that, no matter the truth of

Janet Jakobsen and Ann Pellegrini’s argument that ‘‘spe-

cifically Christian ideas about sexual morality’’ inform most

Supreme Court cases touching on sexuality, Reynolds v. the

United States (1878) is the only case that the United States

Supreme Court has heard in which plaintiffs were seeking to

establish their constitutional rights to engage in nonnorma-

tive sex acts under the Free Exercise Clause of the First
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Amendment (‘‘Congress shall make no law respecting an

establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise

thereof ’’).44 In Reynolds, the United States Supreme Court

found that the government could regulate marriage forms

—by implication, sex acts—even though it also stated that

marriage was sacred ‘‘from its very nature’’ in ‘‘most civi-

lized nations.’’ Subsequent cases before the Supreme Court

that probed the relationship between religious beliefs and ac-

tions and government regulation did not focus on sex or sexu-

ality per se. In Sherbert v. Verner (1963), the Supreme Court

heard the case of a Seventh-day Adventist who was denied un-

employment benefits because she refused to work on Satur-

days, the Sabbath of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. The

Supreme Court held that, although the government did not

have the constitutional right to punish religious beliefs, it did

have the right to regulate ‘‘overt acts.’’ But this regulation

was conditioned.The Supreme Court also found that the gov-

ernment had to show a ‘‘compelling state interest’’ in legis-

lation that accidentally or purposely adversely affected a spe-

cific religion.

In the landmark decision Employment Division v. Smith

(1990), the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that it would no longer

hold the government to the standard of heightened scrutiny if

a law only accidentally affected a religious practice. In Smith,

the court reviewed whether or not two Native Americans,

Alfred Smith and Galen Black, could be denied unemploy-

ment benefits after testing positive for the Schedule 1 drug

peyote they used during a Native American Church service.45

While iterating the constitutional distinction between belief
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and action, Justice Antonin Scalia’s majority decision stated,

‘‘We have never held that an individual’s religious beliefs ex-

cuse him from compliance with an otherwise valid law pro-

hibiting conduct that the State is free to regulate. . . . The

mere possession of religious convictions which contradict the

relevant concerns of a political societydoes not relieve the citi-

zen from the discharge of political responsibilities.’’ Citing

Reynolds, Scalia argued that a person could not excuse a

criminal practice on the basis of religion. ‘‘To permit this

would be to make the professed doctrines of religious be-

lief superior to the law of the land, and in effect to permit

every citizen to become a law unto himself.’’ The threat of

anarchy, Scalia argued, must at times expose democracy to

the prejudice of the majority. ‘‘The Court today suggests

that the disfavoring of minority religions is an ‘unavoidable

consequence’ under our system of government and that ac-

commodation of such religions must be left to the political

process.’’ It is no little irony that, in cases pertaining to homo-

sexuality and abortion rights, Scalia has foregrounded the

religious roots of his opinions.

Smith led to the creation of a coalition to lobby for the

Religious Freedom Restoration Act in 1993, which, when

signed by President Clinton on 17 November 1993, restored

the compelling-interest test and ensured its application in

all cases where religious exercise was substantially burdened.

On 25 June 1997, the U.S. Supreme Court declared the law

unconstitutional because it forced states to go beyond the

religious protections guaranteed by the First Amendment as

these had been interpreted in Smith.46
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The struggle to protect the religious use of peyote and aya-

huasca from criminalization does not merely pivot on the dif-

ference between belief and action, but on the differences be-

tween the people acting—a mass or cultural subject; a free

or constrained subject. The establishment of the religious ex-

emption for peyote use in the Native American Church and

later for marijuana use in the Rastafarian religion rested on

the understanding that these practices were essential compo-

nents of long-standing, stable, and distinctive religious cul-

tural traditions. These religions were not recently invented,

individually authored, or under constant revision. They were

genealogical. Not surprisingly, a penumbra of race hovers

over these religious practices and their belief structures. The

descent of persons and the descent of beliefs are tightly ar-

ticulated.

In U.S. v. Robert Lawrence Boyll (1991), the U.S. District

Court for the District of New Mexico was asked to decide

whether Boyll should have been indicted for unlawfully im-

porting and distributing peyote for use in the Native Ameri-

can Church. Chief Federal Judge Juan Burciaga began with an

observation that the ‘‘war on drugs’’ had tattered the ‘‘Fourth

Amendment right to be free from unreasonable searches and

seizures and the now frail Fifth Amendment right against self-

incrimination or deprivation of liberty without due process’’

and threatened ‘‘the First Amendment right to freely exer-

cise one’s religion.’’ He then signaled his view of the spirit of

the law in the context of a multicultural society: ‘‘To us in the

Southwest, this freedom of religion has singular significance

because it affects diverse cultures. . . . To the Government,
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peyote is a dangerous hallucinogen. To Robert Boyll, pey-

ote is both a sacrament and a deity essential to his religion.’’

The federal government argued that religious protection did

not apply to Boyll—that peyote use could not be considered

religious from a legal point of view—because the Uniformed

Control Substance Act (1990) relied on a racial designation.

Only federally recognized Native Americans were exempted.

Because neither Boyll nor his wife was 25 percent Native

American or a member of a federally recognized tribe, the ex-

emption did not apply to them.47 Burciaga rejected this argu-

ment. ‘‘Church’’ for him referred ‘‘to a body of believers and

their shared practices, rather than the existence of a formal

structure or a membership roll.’’ Membership in the Native

American Church derived from the sincerity of one’s beliefs

and participation in rituals, not from a federally recognized

blood quantum.The federal government appealed Burciaga’s

ruling in the 10th Federal Circuit Court, but a panel of three

judges upheld his decision.

The Utah Supreme Court heard the State of Utah v. Mooney

in 2004. By that time the legislative climate regarding the

religious use of peyote had changed. Amendments to the

American Indian Religious Freedom Act had been added in

1994 that, on the one hand, made lawful the use, possession,

and transportation of peyote byan Indian for ‘‘bona fide tradi-

tional ceremonial purposes in connection with the practice of

a traditional Indian religion’’ and, on the other hand, defined

an Indian as a member of ‘‘any tribe, band, nation, pueblo, or

other organized group or community of Indians . . . which is

recognized for the special programs and services provided by
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the United States to Indians because of their status as Indi-

ans.’’ This congressional act did not, however, clarify how an

earlier regulatory exemption should be interpreted. In 1970,

the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, the prede-

cessor of the Drug Enforcement Administration (dea), had

already exempted ‘‘the nondrug use of peyote in bona fide

religious ceremonies of the Native American Church, and

members of the Native American Church’’ from Schedule 1

prosecution. Judge Gary D. Stott, who heard the case of State

of Utah v. Mooney, noted that the dea had subsequently de-

cided to interpret this exemption as applicable only to mem-

bers of federally recognized Native American tribes. And

Wilhelm Murg, writing for the Native American Times, noted

that in December 2001, the dea’s Deputy Assistant Adminis-

tration for the Office of Diversion Control, Laura Nagel, had

referred to a department decision to ‘‘delete all references to

the ‘Native American Church’ and to ‘members of the Native

American Church’ in the regulation.’’ The dea ‘‘would then

add language identical to the language used in airfa that pro-

tects the use of peyote by members of federally recognized

tribes for bona fide traditional ceremonial purposes in con-

nection with the practice of traditional Indian Religion.’’

These legislative and regulatory changes allowed the State

of Utah to argue that Stott should defer to the interpretation

of the dea and rule that the Mooneys were not entitled to the

protection of any exemption for the religious use of peyote

because they lacked the government seal of recognition. The

State of Utah also argued that the restriction of the exemption

to federally recognized Native American tribes, rather than to
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members of the Native American Church, did not violate the

Fourteenth Amendment Equal Protection Clause because it

was a political designation rather than a racial or religious

designation, ‘‘designed to preserve tribal culture, rather than

a constitutionally suspect racial preference.’’ Judge Stott re-

jected these arguments. Interpreting Utah’s Controlled Sub-

stances Act under the two federal exemptions—those under

the airfa Amendments and those under the regulatory ex-

emption—Stott decided that the Mooneys had a constitu-

tional right to use peyote in their religious services. Stott’s

ruling does not answer whether, under federal law, the use

of peyote by persons not recognized as members of a fed-

erally recognized tribe should be permitted. Currently, the

Supreme Court is being asked to decide whether the O Cen-

tro Espírita Beneficiente União do Vegetal, the U.S. branch

of a Brazilian Christian group, should be allowed to import

and use ayahuasca, another Schedule 1 drug, in its religious

ceremonies.

In the end, the Utah court ruled that the exemption ap-

plied to all members of the Native American Church irre-

spective of racial identity. Several other judgments and regu-

latory decisions on religious practice are interesting in this

regard, including the tax status of Nomenus, a radical faerie

sanctuary in Oregon, as a not-for-profit religious organization.

Nevertheless, under the administration of George W. Bush,

the Justice Department remains committed to tightening the

relationship between corporeal inheritance (race) and sym-

bolic inheritance (religious customs) in order to restrict the

scope of religious exemptions for criminally defined acts.The
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preservation of ‘‘tribal culture’’ is not intended to make this

culture equal to established religions or to provide a space for

social experiment and self-elaboration. The preservation of

tribal culture through the exemption of members to charges

under federal drug law, where drugs become ‘‘nondrugs’’ in

a religious transubstantiation, writes into tribal culture both

this catholic reading of materiality and a Protestant reading

of the mature subject of salvation. Drugs cannot be adminis-

tered to children or to anyone else forcefully. Such adminis-

tration of drugs transfigures religion into child abuse.

These court cases do not, of course, describe what people

actually do. Courts may uphold the rights of governments to

regulate actions, but they do not compel the various levels of

government to act. For instance, many communities in Utah

and elsewhere openly practice polygamy as a manifestation of

their religious belief. In many other forests, towns, and cities,

men, women, and transgendered persons engage in spiritu-

ally inspired practices of drug ingestion formally proscribed

by law. Many of these men, women, and transgendered per-

sons seek to exploit the incommensurability of state and fed-

eral law, and the regulatory language that surrounds it, to

further their religious practice. Nevertheless, these legally

sanctioned governmental powers are part of a broader inter-

national regime of recognition that apprehends religion and

corporeality through the grids of the autological subject and

the genealogical society.

No elaborate jurisprudence on indigenous ritual drug

ingestion exists in Australia, in large part because state-

regulated drugs were not and, for the most part, are not a part
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of ‘‘customary’’ practice.48 The Australian state does, how-

ever, actively regulate other aspects of ritual practices where

these practices touch the criminal code. In a series of deci-

sions, Commonwealth, state, and Territory courts have found

that many practices considered to be related to traditional

ritual life, or to be a necessary correlative to cultural life, are

not protected from the criminal code: classic examples are the

customary marriage of pre-adolescents, ritual punishment,

and honor killings.49 At the same time, High Court decisions

since Mabo (1992), which recognized native title, have nar-

rowed the basis of what can be considered an example of ‘‘tra-

ditional culture.’’ To be considered an artifact of a traditional

culture, objects, people, or practices must show significant

continuity in their form over time. This status includes the

external form and the normative social protocols for produc-

ing this form. A social group must maintain this form even as

local, state, and commonwealth statutory and common laws

and regulatory regimes are evacuating the legal and social in-

centives for doing so.50

The Yorta Yorta native title application provides a good ex-

ample of how restrictive the juridical imaginary of the ‘‘tradi-

tional’’ can be. The application was lodged in February 1994,

covering an area along the Murray River in southeastern Aus-

tralia. The hearing began in 1996, but concluded after the re-

strictive Native Title Act amendments were passed in 1998.51

Later that same year, Justice Olney determined that native

title did not exist over the land and waters claimed by the

Yorta Yorta. He concluded that before the end of the nine-

teenth century the ancestors of the Yorta Yorta had ceased to
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occupy their traditional lands in accordance with their tradi-

tional laws and customs. Olney cited the very language of the

Mabo decision that recognized native title in order to nullify

its effects in this case. ‘‘The tide of history has indeed washed

away any real acknowledgement of their traditional laws and

any real observance of their traditional customs.’’ The Full

Federal Court upheld Olney’s judgment, stating, ‘‘the Yorta

Yorta community had lost its character as a traditional Ab-

original community.’’ In his minority dissent, Blackburn ar-

gued that Justice Olney was in error for having applied too

restrictive an approach to the concept of what is ‘‘traditional’’

and for having failed to take seriously much of the oral evi-

dence provided by the claimants. The Yorta Yorta submitted

an application to the High Court to appeal this second ruling.

In December 2002, the High Court upheld Olney and the

Full Federal Court.

Olney based his decision on a simple comparison of the dis-

courses and texts of contemporary Yorta Yorta claimants and

the written record of Edward Curr, a pastoralist and amateur

ethnographer who lived in the region in the 1850s. Olney fo-

cused on the issue of whether the normative protocols under-

lying the Yorta Yorta attachment to land had fundamentally

shifted.52His answer was yes. He argued that the language and

beliefs of the claimants placed them closer to the Friends of

the Earth, who put in a supporting brief, than to their own

ancestors, as recorded by Curr. The Yorta Yorta had entered

the New Age which meant, for Olney, that they had departed

their proper Age. As Lisa Strelein has argued, Olney’s reli-

ance on the survival of a pre-contact normative system im-
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ported two additional criteria into the usual understanding

of tradition: that traditions have what she calls ‘‘an age’’ and

what I call a temporal orientation, and that society be reduced

to its normative features.53 To satisfy the criteria of native

title, indigenous applicants must not merely produce text

artifacts (objects, bodily habitus, songs) that resemble those

documented in the history books, they must also produce

them on the basis of the same normative protocols of their

pre-contact ancestors. These ever-multiplying conditions of

cultural subjectification sit side-by-side with other bodies of

law that criminalize the practices and normative attitudes

that Curr described—ritual sex, gender subordination, pre-

adolescent marriage—whether or not these practices actually

existed or were mediated through the fevered mind of Curr

himself. The Yorta Yorta are, by law, already in the New Age.

Olney did not pull his understanding of tradition from

thin air. A certain representational gravity pulled him there.

Within the anthropological community, much ink has been

spilled in academic debates concerning the normative orien-

tation and the actual capacity of so-called oral cultures to

reproduce long ancestral texts over great expanses of time.

Tzvetan Todorov famously argued, in The Conquest of Amer-

ica, that such sacred texts as the heuhuetlatolli were ‘‘learned

by heart, without individual variation. . . . Even if we sup-

pose that these informants, doubtless old men, exaggerate

the importance of ritual discourse to the detriment of impro-

vised speech, we cannot help being impressed by the number

and length of such discourses [such as the Popul Vuh] and

hence by the place ritual occupies at the heart of the com-
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munity’s verbal life.’’54 Other folk theorists and linguistic an-

thropologists have recounted the incredible ability of Amazo-

nian shamans to repeat without deviation poetically complex,

esoteric texts. That said, not all scholars of the verbal arts

examine the iterative nature of postcolonial poetics from the

point of view of the domination of speech form over speech

event and iteration over innovation. Many examine instead

the creative interplay between text artifact and interactional

norms.55But this point of view is loudly rejected in law as well

as in popular culture.

In the shadow of this case law, what avenues are available

for radical faeries to legitimate their practices where they

touch a criminal code? Cast outside genealogy bycritical pub-

lics and juridical rulings, faeries fall back, or are pushed,

into the disciplines of freedom—but a severely qualified free-

dom. Read under the sign of ‘‘homosexual,’’ radical faeries

are barely equal citizens under the law. Understood as a reli-

gion, they straddle precariously the divide between the auto-

logical subject and genealogical society. Radical faeries seem

to be free, but theyare then refused their freedom and refused

a proper ‘‘culture’’ in any deep (i.e., historical) or robust (so-

cially governed) sense. Indigenous people face the opposite

side of this discursive dynamic.They may be seen to have cul-

ture in the robustly genealogical sense—biologically, socially,

and culturally descendent—but they’re not ‘‘free.’’ Lacking

freedom, they teeter on the rim of humanity. It is not a sur-

prise, then, that media and legal discussions revolve around

how far their toes can dip into actual life before they lose

whatever social, political, or economic compensations refus-
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ing actual life might provide them. Nor is it a surprise that

media and legal discussions of progressive alternative social

groups revolve around the ethics and legalityof appropriating

other cultures, given the insistence these alternative groups

be culturally stillborn and indigenous groups be culturally

frozen.

Five

Perhaps we should be surprised, then, that the social forma-

tions that least fit the state, legal, and public imaginary of

the clean division between the autological state and the gene-

alogical society, between individual freedom and social coer-

cion, are ideal examples of what makes constitutional democ-

racies so exceptional. It is, supposedly, exactly the freedom

of the radical faeries from social constraint—even as the law

criminalizes them—that makes them good to think through

for those theorists interested in the exceptionalism of con-

stitutional freedom. The arts of the self practiced by radical

faeries and by indigenous people struggling to find a disci-

pline of the self in the wake of settler colonialism are a part

of what Jürgen Habermas, Michel Foucault, and Hakim Bey,

for all their varying rhetorical styles, conceptual foundations,

and disciplinary locations, tried to comprehend through the

notions of unregulated public spheres, practices of the self,

and temporary autonomous zones. A fascinating convergence

of interest among theorists of such divergent perspectives,

rhetorics, and disciplinary locations emerges about the poten-

tial that counter-publics such as the radical faeries present for
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the revitalization of social and constitutionally protected free-

doms—or, for Foucault and Simone de Beauvoir, the practice

of freedom as such.

The playof sexuality among the radical faeries would seem

to exemplify what Foucault had in mind when he reflected

on practices of freedom as practices of critical transgres-

sion. One of his favorite rallying cries, ‘‘Develop your legiti-

mate strangeness,’’ could, after all, have been the banner of

various queer hippie communes in the Bay Area during the

1970s.56 The Cockettes, its founder, Hibiscus, and the com-

munal movement they helped foster seem to embody Fou-

cault’s musings on the politics of self-fashioning. And the

visual legacies of these movements—films, writings, sarto-

rial styles—provide an ongoing archive for some faerie salons.

Many of the cultural and spiritual predecessors of the radical

faerie movement had died, disbanded, moved, or moved on

to far less transgressive lives by the time Foucault arrived in

San Francisco in 1975 to lecture in the French Department

at the University of California, Berkeley, and discovered the

thriving s/m culture in the city.57 To be sure, not all radical

faeries, nor all queers, share the Foucauldian emphasis on

self-elaboration. Some within the radical faerie movement re-

ject outright the constructionist attitude exemplified in Fou-

cault’s genealogical method, seeking instead to find a ‘‘ber-

dache spirituality’’ that defines the essential difference of gay

men. For them, the orientation of radical faeries is not to an

event horizon, but to the reestablishment of a severed spiri-

tual genealogy.

Although individual radical faeries may disagree with
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Foucault’s approach, it was exactly the possibility of self-

transformation among the gay lives he witnessed in the United

States in the 1970s that influenced Foucault’s late medita-

tions on the practices of sexual freedom. Insistently driving

into the thicket of social life’s material and discursive condi-

tions, he sought not a new collective bargaining agreement

to extend rights to new communities and identities, but to

interrogate the limits of each and every such bargain. How

do we make things that are in reality, though not a part of

knowledge, actual? How do we invest actualities that oper-

ate just outside vision with the power to change dominant

bio-epistemologies? For Foucault, the answer lay in cultivat-

ing practices of freedom that orient the subject to restless ex-

perimentation with the givenness of life, with how life might

be otherwise than it is—otherwise regimented, otherwise ha-

bituated, otherwise unremarkable. These ‘‘games of truth’’

are densely deictic, organized around specific temporal and

spatial questions.Why am I governed like this rather than like

that, here and now? Why is it this organization of sexual plea-

sure, eroticism, amour, that constitutes the relationship be-

tween myself and myself, and myself and others, rather than

some other?58

In other words, Foucault was not interested in sexual free-

dom’s secret meaning, or in sexual freedom in the abstract,

or as an abstraction that represented the end of history—

a state in which the self experiences a radical and ultimate

break from all social determinations—or in freedom in the

abstract—a state in which the self experiences the jouissance

of the collective suture—or the return to the bare naked body.
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He was primarily interested in a politics of endless transgres-

sion rather than in a politics of repression or translation. In

this way, Foucault sounds remarkably like his contemporary,

Simone de Beauvoir, who argued that freedom is the treat-

ment of every goal as both a destination and a point of depar-

ture.59

Even radical faeries who would support a general Fou-

cauldian perspective are, arguably, neither the most radical

nor the most conservative among gay, lesbian, and queer pub-

lics and counter-publics. In its broader social context the

world-making orientation of many faeries is quite different,

for example, from the world-negating sexual experimenta-

tion of writers such as Jean Genet—or at least from Leo Ber-

sani’s reading of Genet. Bersani argues that Genet’s vision

refuses ‘‘relationality’’ in order to imagine ‘‘a form of revolt

that has no relation whatsoever to the laws, categories, and

values it would contest and, ideally, destroy.’’ This nonrela-

tional ethics allows Genet to be radically alone, and abso-

lutely distinguishes him from ‘‘the tame demand for recog-

nition on the part of our own gay community.’’60 Of course,

Genet’s vision of self-shattering, accomplished through a spe-

cific organization and orientation of faceless bodies, exactly

presupposed the sanctification of entre nous as a form of rec-

ognition that passes most profoundly and fundamentally be-

tween two people nakedly facing each other, no social status

or superficiality of flesh standing between this embrace of

eyes and souls.

If radical faeries stand diagonal to an anti-communal

deployment of corporeality, they likewise stand awkwardly
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alongside a domesticating homosexuality that calls for recog-

nition by institutions of state and civil society on the basis

of the essential sameness of gay and straight people. For

many self-identified heterosexuals and homosexuals, a per-

son’s sexuality does not necessitate alternative forms of spiri-

tuality found in other worlds, but can be richly accommo-

dated and explained by the traditions of the book.61 Hay

certainly knew that many gay men and lesbians understood

themselves to be Christian, Jewish, or Muslim. It was exactly

this ‘‘assimilationist’’ tendency that putatively prompted him

to establish the radical faeries in the first place. According

to Hay, as well as queer feminists such as Lisa Duggan, the

demand that state benefits, property rights, and social rec-

ognition be extended to homosexuals is seen as opposed to a

demand that the very nature of these institutions be trans-

formed by the multiple forms of desire and association that

queer life makes possible. Hay and Duggan may part com-

pany over the question of identity essentialism. They share,

however, a worry about the extensionalist, rather than trans-

formative, nature of the contemporary liberal politics of rec-

ognition. I put ‘‘assimilationist’’ in quotes because, for many

who oppose homosexuality, gays and lesbians cannot be as-

similated into the dominant national culture without culture

itself being radically transformed.62

The social implications of practices of self-elaboration,

counter-publicness, and the techniques of freedom and coer-

cion that emerge from them were not merely an interest of

Foucault, but also of his intense intellectual rival, Habermas.

For Habermas, unregulated public spheres—‘‘overlapping
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subcultural publics having fluid temporal, social and substan-

tial boundaries’’ such as faerie gatherings and the variety of

sub-cultural styles such as Wiccans, radical vegans, and an-

archist jugglers they draw in—provide much of the creative

energy of regulated public spheres.63 Many of the residents of

radical faerie communities, for instance, travel to other alter-

native communities to sample arts of living otherwise, includ-

ing communes of radical clowns, sites where ayahuasca can

be ritually taken, ashrams, alternative housing movements,

independent newspaper collectives, and organic/vegan food

cooperatives. Though Habermas insists that these kinds of

publics are possible only within a framework guaranteed

by a democratic constitutionalism, nevertheless, unregulated

public spheres ‘‘develop more or less spontaneously.’’64 Inso-

far as they are at least semi-autonomous to the field of disci-

pline within the regulated public sphere, unregulated public

spheres provide a context for creative discovery. ‘‘New prob-

lems can be perceived more sensitively, discourses aimed at

achieving self-understanding can be conducted more widely

and expressively, collective identities and need interpretation

can be articulated with fewer compulsions than is the case in

procedurally regulated public spheres.’’65

Although Foucault foregrounded the conjunction between

practices of life and the organization of power, it was Haber-

mas who focused particular attention on the problem these

kinds of publics face in the institutionally saturated thickets

of deliberative democracies.66 Some of the contours of Haber-

mas’s theory of deliberative democracy are fairly uncontro-

versial. For him, democratic communicative proceduralism
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‘‘grounds the presumption that reasonable or fair results are

obtained insofar as the flow of relevant information and its

proper handling have not been obstructed.’’67 In this way,

practical reason can be freed both from the republican phi-

losophy of consciousness whose hope for legitimate and just

governance rests in the establishment of an ethical citizenry

and from the liberal philosophy of interests whose hope for

legitimation and justice rests on the establishment of an on-

going compromise between interest-oriented economic ac-

tors.68 As opposed to both republican and liberal philosophy,

deliberative democracy grounds practical truth in nothing

more than a constitutionally protected procedure of commu-

nication such that all conclusions that citizens reach and that

have been reached in conformity with the procedures of delib-

erative rationality, are reasonable, reason being the ultimate

ground of legitimation.69

Unregulated public spheres pose a particular kind of prob-

lem to Habermas’s faith in public reason and social justice.

After all, unregulated public spheres do more than creatively

energize the normative public sphere. Unregulated public

spheres also expose constitutional democracy to the charge

that openness, transparency, and non-coercion never actually

hold in moments of serious difference, difference that mat-

ters—that openness and non-coercion exist only when no real

challenge exists to normative public life or when the major

edges of the challenge have been neutralized. Even where they

are not directly opposed to democratic forms of governance,

from the point of viewof normative publics,unregulated pub-

lic spheres may present a robust challenge to the substance

162



and procedures of democratic constitutionalism, fostering

forms of subjectivity, embodiment, and institutionality at

odds with them. As a result, unregulated public spheres are

often sites where the state exerts repressive, coercive power.

Habermas notes just this, arguing that because of their ‘‘anar-

chic structures,’’ these unregulated spaces are more ‘‘vulner-

able to the repressive and exclusionary effects of unequally

distributed social power, structural violence, and systemati-

cally disturbed communication.’’70 Vulnerability exists not

merely because of police force, but because of the force of

sense and nonsense. As Kirstie McClure notes, ‘‘the appropri-

ateness or desirabiity of toleration’’ of specific social groups

assures a ‘‘discursive frame within which toleration makes

sense.’’ Many unregulated publics go beyond the conceptual

boundaries of the frame of toleration, ‘‘beyond which tolera-

tion appears foreclosed as senseless, as non-sense, in both

principle and practice.’’71

One doesn’t have to travel that far into any alternative pub-

lic to see what is at stake. Practitioners of social critique can

exist squarely within the institutionally regulated spheres of

public reason and still have to contend with the police func-

tion of the regulated public sphere. One of the founders of

the Critical Art Ensemble, Steve Kurtz, an art professor at

State University of NewYork, Buffalo,was investigated by the

fbi for culturing bacterial forms as part of the cae’s perfor-

mance pieces and faces possible charges under the Patriot Act

for possession of biological agents. The Washington Post re-

ported that Adele Henderson, chair of Kurtz’s department,

was among the people the fbi questioned. ‘‘On May 21, she
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says, the fbi asked her about Kurtz’s art, his writings, his

books; why his organization (the art ensemble) is listed as

a collective rather than by its individual members; how it

is funded.’’72 Two of Kurtz’s texts, ‘‘Digital Resistance: Ex-

plorations in Tactical Media’’ and ‘‘Electronic Civil Disobe-

dience and Other Unpopular Ideas,’’ were published by the

same press, Automedia/Semiotext(e), that published the an-

archist Hakim Bey and other avant-garde fiction and non-

fiction writers and French theorists. In short, unregulated

public spheres can be situated at the crosshairs of democratic

coercion and creativity—the sources of creative discovery are

often the sites of social conflict, and this conflict presents a

potentially decisive challenge to the exceptionalism of free-

dom claimed by deliberative democracies.

Many counterpublics practice forms of spirituality that are

a panopoly of religious, cultural, and social traditions. These

practices of spirituality present a robust challenge to the ideal

account of the unregulated public sphere, not merely because

their beliefs challenge normative beliefs but because their

practices are riddled by low-level illicit, often criminal ac-

tivity, the physical and social outcomes of which may not ap-

pear redemptive on the surface—high rates of hiv/aids in-

fection, drug addiction, and low life expectancy. The charge

that deliberative democracy is merely a liberal mode of social

coercion would annul one of its differences in the competi-

tive field of governmental forms. Democratic freedom would

merely be one of a number of competing forms of social coer-

cion. For Habermas, the possibility that social coercion may

be secreted in the very heart of deliberative proceduralism,
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rather than merely in instances of its abuse, becomes espe-

cially acute, or at least acutely visible, when the division be-

tween the public and the private threatens to be ruptured

by the disciplining of the very creativity that democracy and

capital claim to foster.We can assume a robust referent for the

‘‘private,’’ including the domain of the individual, the family,

or a culture. In all of these cases, the question is whether, as

Habermas puts it, the procedures of deliberative rationality

are themselves neutral and impartial, or are merely misused.

Does the very fact of an orientation to public reason act as a

type of coercive force?

Habermas says it doesn’t, and he tries to demonstrate why

by introducing a difference between thematization and coer-

cion; namely, a distinction between ‘‘procedural constraints

on public discourses’’ and ‘‘constraints or limitations on the

range of topics open to public discourse.’’73 Any topic related

to ‘‘ethically relevant questions of the good life, of collective

identity, and of need interpretation’’ should be open to public

discourse. Simply making something the topic of discussion,

Habermas argues, does not ‘‘yet imply any infringement’’ on

the individual, or, we might add, on her cultural elabora-

tions: ‘‘To talk about something is not necessarily the same

as meddling in another’s affairs.’’74 Many critics of Haber-

mas’s approach to deliberative democracy have focused on

the problem of defining ‘‘ethically relevant questions of the

good life.’’75 To these critics, Habermas has replied that such

definitions are the outcome of ongoing coordinating and inte-

grating processes of public reason. I think this is true enough,

and so I want to turn instead to the stakes of the distinction
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between thematization and coercion in the everyday worlds in

which the gourd and shells were made.

To this end, let us return to the New York dance party,

held during the week following the Beltane May Day cele-

bration. Remember, what made the party interesting, even

magical, to some people was the way in which it was able to

remove itself from the quotidian connection between sexual

tokens and types. Some partyers thought it was moving not to

know who was a token of what, i.e., what was something and

what was nothing. But, however much the party/ritual was

able to constitute a spiritual realm by removing itself from

the sexually quotidian, the quotidian nature of sexual poli-

tics was not far afield; moreover, the force of these quotidian

sexual politics provided some of the critical social energy of

the party itself. As the dancers danced, the country was de-

bating the social meanings and ramifications of a county ordi-

nance banning gays. In the weeks leading up to the gather-

ing, commissioners in nearby Rhea County, Tennessee, had

passed a resolution banning gays and lesbians from residence.

The ban did not merely criminalize homosexual acts or ban

homosexual marriage. It made it illegal for anyone who was

identified as a homosexual to live in the county.76 The reso-

lution was quickly rescinded. Former county executive and

clerk Jimmy Wilkey claimed the media had misrepresented

the discussion, asserting that the commissioners had merely

voted to ban gay marriage. The expulsion of a class of people

based on their social classification and worded in such a way

as to avoid judicial scrutiny raised the specter of the violently

segregated Jim Crow South, if not the soft racial segregation

of neighborhoods throughout the United States.
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The Rhea County vote would certainly fall on the coercive

side of the division Habermas posits between thematization

and coercion. The commissioners went far beyond merely

opening to public discourse an ‘‘ethically relevant’’ question

‘‘of the good life, of collective identity, and of need interpreta-

tion.’’ Indeed, their strategy was intended to discourage pub-

lic discussion. Even if the commission had gotten its way, it

would have faced problems enforcing the ordinance. Before

race and sexuality can be regulated, the subject must be disci-

plined to inhabit that race and sexuality. The immanent play

of discourse around bodies and their circulations, invagina-

tions, and refigurations must be appropriated violentlyor sur-

reptitiously in such a way that a play without an essential

meaning is given a direction.77 In other words, race and sexu-

ality need to become meaningful, vital, foci of social life.

In U.S. racial regulations, a genealogical fantasy bears

much of this disciplinary weight. Discourses about the ma-

teriality of genealogy (race, ethnicity, sex) figure the truth

of the body and its reproduction as simultaneously escaping

and leading social and individual sovereignty.78 In some cases,

racial classification was determined by a ‘‘one drop’’ rule.79

In other cases, such as recent U.S. census regulations, indi-

viduals are allowed to choose among various governmentally

stipulated races, in effect opening race, if only slightly, to

the agency of the autological subject. In still other cases, the

racialization of populations may directly challenge the status

of state sovereignty, as is the case with indigenous populations

in settler nations, or challenge the moral legacy of that state,

as in the case with slavery in the United States.

In sexual regulation, the disciplinary weight is split be-
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tween the fantasy of the autological subject and the materi-

ality and symbolics of genealogy, between discourses of the

sexual self as the outcome of a set of sovereign acts and the

sexual self as determined by some aspect of the body (desire,

genes, the brain). This way of examining sexual regulation is

somewhat different than Janet Halley’s reading of the judi-

cial logic of homosexual sodomy as presented in the majority

opinion of Bowers v. Hardwick, in which, she argues, sexual

regulation is maintained by an ‘‘equivocal reference to iden-

tities and/or acts.’’80 Nevertheless, sexual regulation can ap-

pear to be operating on the analogy of the one-drop rule—the

homosexual act substituting for the droplet of blood. Locating

the truth of sexuality in the act, however, confronts another

set of iterative problems. Who did it? What did they do?

When? Perhaps ironically, the homosexuals easiest to regu-

late under the proposed Rhea County resolution may well

have been those who organize their public and private lives

on the basis of the normative fantasy of heterosexual mo-

nogamy—men and men, or women and women, who live in

committed or proximate relationship to each other. Perhaps

this was what worried some social conservatives: that these

committed gay partners provided evidence that there was no

moral or cultural difference between heterosexual and homo-

sexual couples. Even so, as Halley notes, when pushed too

hard, the homosexual and the heterosexual as a cluster of acts

becomes merely a tendency, a probability manifesting over

the long run. This fundamental psychic, physical, and practi-

cal indeterminacy constitutes sexual identity as a potentially

paranoid structure. Are you or have you ever been a homo-
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sexual are questions that potentially diverge, converge, and

tense up.

These practical problems open Habermas’s proposal to far

deeper conceptual problems. The Rhea County proposal was

certainly shocking for some, and certainly aimed to mobilize

the coercive and disciplinary policing function of the state

before engaging the public in a critical rational debate. But

the thematizations subtending this surprising governmental

action are not extraordinary events. They are the very stuff of

how we go about the day. If we treat sexuality and race as if

they were the gourd and shells sitting on my desk, the prob-

lem becomes quite clear.What is and is not ‘‘something’’ can

be a matter of serious dispute, animating heated debates not

onlyabout the social status of a thing (a kind of person,object,

mood), but also about what should be the evidential grounds

for assessing competing claims about the status of a thing (an

act, identity, heritage). But these decisions about who and

what are an instance of one thing rather than another are also

the covert presuppositions that allow us to go about our daily

routines without much thought. In other words, thematiza-

tions are not restricted to instances of extraordinary, strongly

glossed, normative statements. The problem is not simply

that ethically relevant questions of the good life, of collective

identity, and of the interpretation of need should be open to

public discourse, but that at every scale of interaction these

questions are actually being asked and some response is de-

manded just to know whom to ask for a cup of coffee, which

pronoun to use, which adjectives might refer to a person in a

crowd. In other words, the problems are not only at the level
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of such things as ‘‘spousal abuse’’ and ‘‘polygamy.’’ Nor is the

problem the manner with which a form lends itself to a trans-

lational compromise. Nor, finally, is the problem confined to

determining when exactly a thematization becomes a regula-

tion; or how large the interval between yet and now has to be

before coercion can be said to enter the scene.

Not surprisingly, counter-publics, unregulated public

spheres, and minority and subaltern individuals and groups

have extensively reflected on how the inherently stipulative

nature of intimate, state, and public thematization should

be confronted. Their answers are multiple. Some people are

ignorant of how images of them are being circulated region-

ally, nationally, and transnationally.This ignorance is not con-

fined to remote, unplugged regions commonly imagined as

existing in the undeveloped Third and Fourth worlds, but in

media-savvy centers. Other people actively ignore how their

lives and life-worlds are represented. They refuse to engage

in such conversations, perhaps because they do not see their

practices as open to discussion. They might have various rea-

sons for this refusal, not least of which would be a profound

skepticism about the relationship between the themes and

aims of the conversation. They might think that, although

thematized as a moral issue,debates about gay marriage in the

United States have nothing to do with homosexuality but are

poll-driving issues meant to get a person into office who will

help radically transform the tax code and the Social Security

system. For whatever reason, they absent themselves from

any role in steering public discussions about their way of life.

The discussion proceeds around them without any significant
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counter-discursive input by them. The obvious problem here

is that whatever legislation emerges is based on a discursive

horizon that did not include those being discussed. They will

nevertheless be subjected to the police function of the state.

Of course, many people may well wish to participate but can-

not because the regulatory regime has closed the dooron their

perspectives.81

Some people actively engage public thematizations of their

life worlds. They may think there is something demeaning

about having to say why, though their practices appear repug-

nant to the legislative and moral majority—or at least, the

legislative and moral group that holds the keys to the instru-

ments of political legislation—they are nonetheless worthy

of tolerance and recognition. But they engage in these con-

versations anyway in order to steer the public conversations

and their refiguration of the background conditions of casual

conversations and economic dispensations that result from

one way of thematizing rather than another. Who counts as

a homosexual, a faerie, a heterosexual, indigenous, woman,

from the point of view of states’ rights, interactional dy-

namics, and economic address? For whom do these various

constructions of homosexuality, indigeneity, and femininity

count? On what social grounds are these differences built?

These politics of engagement often take quite seriously the

manner in which unequal social and media power direct how

social identities are commensurated, coordinated, and trans-

lated across the public sphere and into civil society.

Finally, many people within counter-publics, unregulated

public spheres, and minority and subaltern groups neither
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engage nor ignore the call to thematize/translate their prac-

tices and beliefs for a normative public; they neither ignore

the integrating function of stipulating thematizations nor do

they engage them in the sense of translating their life-worlds

for others. Instead of the dialectics of recognition and trans-

lation, we are witnessing the emergence of a practice of es-

pionage and transfiguration and of an orientation to the re-

elaboration of the self rather than self-identity. In these social

fields, the point may well be to reshape habitudes ahead of

recognition, to test something out rather than translate it, not

to produce meanings that can be translated, or embodiments

that can be recognized.

Bey is perhaps the best-known popular theorist of the

politics of espionage within these counter-publics. Sounding

much like the later Habermas, Bey, for instance celebrates

what he sees as the radical nature of so-called pirate utopias

of the eighteenth century—the islands and ports under con-

trol of seafaring bandits. For Bey, these utopias consisted

of semi-permanent enclaves of freedom, what he calls ‘‘tem-

porary autonomous zones.’’ Bey claims that whereas pirate

utopias existed in the seams between the emergent nation-

state and the barbarian coastline, contemporary temporary

autonomous zones (taz) now exist in the space (what he calls

‘‘the margin of error’’) between social ‘‘abstractions’’ and so-

cial ‘‘reality’’; this is also what Habermas refers to as social

norms and social facts. ‘‘Because the State is concerned pri-

marily with Simulation rather than substance, the taz can

‘occupy’ these areas clandestinely and carry on its festal pur-

poses for quite a while in relative peace. Perhaps certain small
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tazs have lasted whole lifetimes because they went unnoticed,

like hillbilly enclaves—because they never intersected with

the Spectral, never appeared outside that real life which is

invisible to the agents of Simulation.’’82

Because tazs are not sites of revolution but sites of in-

surrection and uprising, they are not oriented toward estab-

lishing new forms of permanence. They seek merely to fos-

ter social habitudes ‘‘which do not match the expected curve,

the consensus approved trajectory.’’83 tazs are contingent and

impermanent in their very nature: ‘‘Life festivals, uprisings

cannot happen every day—otherwise they would not be ‘non-

ordinary.’ ’’84 For Bey, the question of whether to inhabit the

space between fact and norm, and how one actually does this,

demands being comfortable with a life of contingency and

impermanence, fostering uprisings and insurrections rather

than revolutions and new social permanences, and being at

peace with the ebbs and tides that this mode of impermanent

existence entails.

This condition of impermanence is, Bey claims, the source

of the power of tazs rather than their abrogation because

the purpose of a taz is not to establish permanent modes

of subjectivity and sociability but to foster a ‘‘quality of en-

hancement’’ that acts like a ‘‘ ‘peak experience’ as opposed to

the standard of ‘ordinary’ consciousness and experience . . .

[these] moments of intensity give shape and meaning to the

entirety of a life, the shaman returns—you cannot stay up on

the roof forever—but things have changed, shifts, and inte-

grations have occurred, a difference is made.’’85

Here again the indigenous—the shaman urging us on to
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peak experiences and self-elaborations, standing in for and,

perhaps, in the way of, the social and carnal complexities of

actually inhabiting zones of simultaneous hyper-surveillance

and utter neglect. Experiments in sociality such as those en-

gaged in by radical faeries are not, however, always as pictur-

esque as the image of a shaman channeling the spirit world

might suggest.Theyare instead awkward, misfiring, malfunc-

tioning social interactions, blurred moral lines between ap-

propriate cultural borrowings and insensitive appropriations,

all of which are sometimes, perhaps too often, deformed by

accidental addictions and illnesses. They are the social strate-

gies conceived to deal with the consequences of the party as

well as the party. They are the struggles to build houses with-

out money, to get care without health insurance, to speak

a language of dependency when the broader political econ-

omy is increasingly oriented to the socially detached conjugal

couple.

To excoriate Bey would be an odd way of ending this essay.

We might instead pause and follow his transubstantiation

more closely. Bey makes his ‘‘gourd’’ something by lodging

it in two chambers of the shell. One chamber is carved out

by the restricted set of liberal rights attached to genealogical

societies. The other chamber is deeper inside, carved in turn

by the first. It is more exit from, than chamber of, humanity.

This exit-chamber is discipline and possibility—a site of hu-

manism’s disciplinarity and a possible exit from autological

humanity.
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3 The Intimate Event and Genealogical Society

One

R
andall Kennedy, a legal scholar and race theorist who has

written extensively on Loving v. Virginia and its relation

to same-sex marriage, has suggested that in matters of

love, the issue is the humanity of the person, not the acci-

dent of birth or forced enclosure within a social skin.1 Thus,

when asked in a New York Times interview what role racial,

or other social statuses, should play in the organization of his

own children’s intimacy, Kennedy said, ‘‘I’ll say, go into the

world and try to find good people that feel genuine affection

and love for you, and disregard everything else about their

background. Love is just such a crucial, wonderful thing, and

if you are lucky enough to find somebody who genuinely loves

you, grab that person and hold on to that person and noth-

ing else matters.’’2 For Kennedy, love is an intimate event.

It happens to you or it doesn’t. If you are lucky, it happens

between you and someone else simultaneously. But love is

not merely an interpersonal event, nor is it merely the site

at which politics has its effects. Love is a political event. It

expands humanity, creating the human by exfoliating its so-



cial skin, and this expansion is critical to the liberal Enlight-

enment project, including the languages of many of its most

progressive legacies. Echoing Kennedy, Al Sharpton insisted

in the political public sphere of the 2004 Democratic presi-

dential primaries on the connection between Richard and

Mildred Loving’s suit challenging the legality of Virginia’s

anti-miscegenation legislation and Mayor Gavin Newsom’s

issuing of marriage licenses to same-sex couples in San Fran-

cisco. For Sharpton, these two moments represent the same

progressive edge of an ongoing struggle for human rights

within the liberal diaspora, especially its rule by genetic, epi-

dermal, and genital difference.3 C. L. R. James noted, long

before, in his study of the Haitian revolution, the profound

effect that the articulation of ‘‘the aristocracy of birth and the

aristocracy of religion’’ to ‘‘the aristocracy of the skin’’ had

on French republicanism.4

But what is the difference between the ‘‘intimate event’’

of a love that refuses the dictates of the social skin and con-

stitutes humanity retroactively and other kinds of intimacy?

What is the proper relationship of these other forms of inti-

macy to state-backed forms of sexual intimacy? In Loving, the

Supreme Court found for the plaintiffs under the Equal Pro-

tection and Due Process clauses of the Fourteenth Amend-

ment, which they argued placed a ‘‘very heavy burden of jus-

tification’’ on any ‘‘state statutes drawn according to race.’’ At

the end of his majority opinion, Chief Justice Earl Warren ar-

gued that the right to marry could not be tied to the accident

of ancestry without shattering the doctrine of equality, a doc-

trine foundational, and fundamental, to the American notion
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of freedom—except in the case of the immediate family, a so-

cial collectivity whose referent he saw no need to define. But

what happens to the foundation of equality when it touches

non-normative sex and sexuality? What were the U.S. sodomy

cases, Bowers v. Hardwick and Lawrence v. Texas, really about:

sexuality, sex, or intimacy? Did Lawrence domesticate the

aberrant sexualityof Bowers by reading it through the penum-

bra of humanity-making love?5 Did Lawrence allow the love

that dare not speak its name to become audible and claim its

accidental birth in the same way that race was able to do? Or

were both cases fundamentally about sexual privacy, about

the notion that with or without love, people can do what they

want with their bodies as long as they are consenting adults?

Kennedy’s reflections on love take us to the heart of the

promise and problem that the ‘‘intimate event’’ holds for

those who put some store in it as a liberal mode of self-

abstraction and social unity. For these people, the intimate

event is not merely a substantive good in and of itself; it op-

poses all other modes of organizing intimacy. In this Mani-

chean universe, those multitudinous others who don’t orga-

nize their intimacies on the basis of socially exfoliating love,

but on the basis of lust, tribalism, race, kinship, or religion,

do not have true love. Love can accidentally happen in these

other kinds of socialities—it can happen in spite of their con-

straints on and distortions of the subject. But true love works

against the social as such even as it figures the social as a set

of constraining surfaces, encrusting and deforming the true

destination of the self.

At least that’s what we hear. We hear that love creates a
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higher civilizational form even though it happens only be-

tween two people. We hear that love changes history even

though its own history stretches no further than its own per-

formative duration and even though it has no social anchor

beyond its own self-positing. And yet the line between this

form of intimacy and other kinds of affective attachments—

desire, lust, and social duty—is remarkably thin. Sometimes

the difference is said to be dependent on the duration of the

affective attachment. Sometimes the difference is said to be

inseparable from these other modes of attachment. Love is

sometimes described as a loss of self in another, even though

love is often opposed to lust because in lust the self dissolves

into the body. And yet without a little lust, love may be noth-

ing more than friendship. Freud noted early on love’s promis-

cuity as a concept: ‘‘People give the name ‘love’ to the relation

between a man and a woman whose genital needs have led

them to found a family; but they also give the name ‘love’ to

the positive feelings between parents and children, and be-

tween brothers and sisters of a family, although we are obliged

to describe this as ‘aim-inhibited love’ or ‘affection.’ ’’6 Why

are we obliged to do this? What obliges us?

After all some people don’t feel this sense of obligation.

Nor do they share Kennedy’s sense of the self-evident good

of social exfoliation in the field of intimacy. Even if we sepa-

rate the intimate event from sexual desire and lust, Kennedy’s

vision of love is still very different from that of many of my in-

digenous and radical faerie friends, or, for that matter, from

that of some fundamentalist Christians.7 At the same table

with Kennedy and Sharpton might be Phyllis Burke. Burke,
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a lesbian mother, claims in her autobiography, Family Values:

Two Mothers and Their Son, that what makes a family and a na-

tion is the intimate recognition of human worth lying beyond

the social skin. Love, not the epidermal or genital compo-

nents of the lovers, makes a family; more—love makes these

components irrelevant. But at another table might be others

who would beg to differ,who would do everything within their

power to make this bit of flesh matter, to attach it to a re-

productive imperative or an imperative of sin. Debates within

and across these tables arise not merely because participants

cannot agree about what they are referring to when they refer

to families, values, bodies, and sexualities. They also arise

because people still dream of a form of equality that would

hegemonize the entire social field, solving once and for all the

difference of difference.8

For all of these people, intimacy is, among other things:

an intensification of enduring social relations of kinship, ge-

ontology, and ritual, themselves anchoring and anchored by

institutions of everyday life; a means of building collectively

oriented and materially anchored socialities; and a manner of

securing the self-evident social roles of men and women. And

at least some of these people are neither seeking to exfoliate

the social skin of public life nor wrap themselves away in the

winding cloth of the conjugal bed. For some progressives, the

point of loving is to thicken rather than thin out the social

world. Richard and Mildred Loving were married inWashing-

ton, D.C., which did not have an anti-miscegenation statute

on its books. But they lived and wished to continue living

in their hometown of Central Point, Virginia. When they re-
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turned to Virginia, they were arrested, charged, and found

guilty of breaking the anti-miscegenation statute, and they

were sentenced to a year’s imprisonment unless they agreed

to leave the state and not return for twenty-five years (a num-

ber whose practical and symbolic logic bears its own sepa-

rate reflection). Rather than primarily pursuing the isolating

chamberof the sociallyderacinated bed or the nowhereness of

stranger intimacy, perhaps the Lovings wished a return from

exile, a reentry, for all its complexity, to the rich interracial

kin and friendship public that made up the rural community

of Central Point, Virginia.9

It is certainly the particular experience of social exile that

results from gays and lesbians being abandoned by family and

friends when they express what they believe to be a true ver-

sion of themselves that motivates some to push for marriage

rights. Didier Eribon suggested exactly this in his medita-

tion on gayness, the family, and melancholia.10 Not surpris-

ingly, progressive critics of gay marriage, such as Lisa Dug-

gan, have insisted that we remember not only that decisions

about whom we marry are inextricably about a larger network

of social kinship and friendship, but also that many people

are seeking to organize and capture public resources and legal

rights on the basis of a multiplicity of forms of social desire

stretching beyond the conjugal couple.11These forms of social

desire may be akin to what my two great-uncles from Carisol,

Italy, Justy and Benny, shared. On immigrating to the United

States in the 1920s, they lived together until Justy died in his

70s,whereupon Benny got married. My great-uncles were not

particularly progressive, nor were they gay, to my knowledge.
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But experiments in progressive loving seek to imagine the

kinds of mutual benefit programs that would provide state-

backed worlds for them. As Judith Butler notes, these experi-

ments would not reject kinship per se but move it ‘‘beyond

patrilineality, compulsory heterosexuality, and the symbolic

overdetermination of biology,’’ and, I might add, beyond the

two-by-two of the Biblical flood, a sanctification of a conjugal

couplet rather than, say, a group.12

It was exactly in this mixing and thickening of intimate and

public space by networks of kinship, friendship, nationality,

race, and sexuality that theVirginia trial judge who first heard

Loving in March 1966 saw the threat of interracial marriage:

‘‘Almighty God created the races white, black, yellow, malay

and red, and he placed them on separate continents. And but

for the interference with his arrangement there would be no

cause for such marriages. The fact that he separated the races

shows that he did not intend for the races to mix.’’ 13

For all this, the intimate event of modern love has an odd

status in the liberal diaspora. It is more a phantom of liber-

alism—now you see it, now you don’t—than an actual neces-

sity of it. The spectral nature of the intimate event is exactly

what interests me. The intimate event seems so self-evidently

different from other kinds of social affect within liberal demo-

cratic orders and from other kinds of non-liberal socialities

and their modes of governmentality. And yet, these differ-

ences often vanish when we focus on them too carefully—and

with them go liberalism’s exceptionalism. No less than lib-

eralism, the intimate event and the genealogical society are

not things, but rather moving targets developed in Empire
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and used to secure power in the contemporary world. The

intimate event is thought to be a mode of the self-other rela-

tion that links together a number of key institutional orders

of modern social life, themselves said to be a condition and

reflection of this mode of affective and ethical self-positing.

And yet what is also clear is that the intimate event is only in-

coherently linked to these institutional orders and is, at best,

an indeterminate form of self-other relation.

One of the purposes of this essay, therefore, is to under-

stand how the intimate event continues to hold such a grip on

liberal social and psychic life, given all the contradictory dis-

courses that cluster around it, threatening the magical quali-

ties invested in it. If discourses of the intimate event—and

the genealogical society—are citations and disciplines rather

than social truths or actual facts, as the two previous essays

have demonstrated, then how are they able to secure their

truth and burnish their reputations in spite of this? What

role have scholarlydisciplines played in securing this fantasy?

How would we need to reread classic debates about liberal-

ism’s emergence in light of these maneuvers of intimacy? It is

my contention that the phantom nature of the intimate event

is a critical mechanism by which the history of the liberal

present is written, liberal life constituted and distributed, lib-

eral forms of evil apportioned and punished, the good figured;

and against which experiments in progressive mutual obli-

gation beyond the conjugal couple and biological family are

formulated. It is equally my contention that if the magical

features of the intimate event are to be animated socially and
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psychically, then others must be trapped in liberal intimacy’s

nightmare—the genealogically determined collective. So let

me begin by elaborating on what I mean by the intimate event,

how it is related to the sovereign subject, and how it secures

its legitimacy vis-à-vis the negative image of the genealogical

society.

Two

The play of distinctions that seem visible in liberal discourses

of love, such as those articulated by Kennedy, are projected

out of a set of relatively stable discourses and practices that

measure the worth of a life, and a society, relative to its ca-

pacity to constitute and vest sovereignty in the individual. ‘‘I’’

must be the citation and the site of enunciation and address.

What do I want, desire, and aspire to? With whom do I wish to

share, not merely the materials and rights that I have accumu-

lated as I have passed through the world, but the narratives of

who I think I am, what I discover that I am, that I am desiring

to be? In its ideal form this mode of sovereignty functions as

a foundational event—also known as an explicit performative

and a bootstrap performative—in which the act of referring to

the event or thing creates the event or thing. Many names have

been given to this form of subjectivity across many languages:

the autological subject, the parvenu, the self-made man, die

Autonomie. Each of these terms signals at once the dissemi-

nation of this form across the liberal diaspora—across, for in-

stance, French republicanism, American pluralism, Austra-
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lian multiculturalism, and Turkish secularism—and at the

same time the reunification of this dissembled form into a

coherent singularity called Enlightenment freedom.

For a foundational event to bear the full weight of En-

lightenment exceptionalism a set of conditions must be in

play: the constitution of the subject via the fantasy of self-

referential enclosure; the characterization of this fantastic self

as the origin and basis of true freedom; and the reduction

of Right and Truth to this form of freedom. Etienne Balibar

has made a similar argument, noting that in Augustine’s dis-

cussion of how a man ‘‘subjects himself to himself,’’ Euro-

peans glimpsed for the first time a form of obedience—self-

obedience—that was not ‘‘an inferiordegree of humanity, but

on the contrary a superior destination, whether terrestrial or

celestial, real or fictitious.’’14 Foucault likewise noted that the

price Europeans paid to free themselves from the external so-

cial constraints of familial, aristocratic, and religious power

was to assume their own self-management and to constitute

the government as its disciplinaryapparatus. At this moment,

self-discipline emerged not onlyas a viable but also as a neces-

sary practice of human freedom—the telic and ontic truth of

this man is not in his essence but in his obedience to a specific

semiotic practice of self-performativity.

How self-obedience came to be understood as self-auton-

omy and freedom is, of course, the subject of no little contro-

versy both within and across disciplinary fields. One of the

projects of the academic left has been to detail the transforma-

tion of radical social projects into liberal individual contracts.

Scholars have sought to understand how struggles for freedom
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from specific forms of social oppression were transformed into

institutions of individual liberty. But whom one cites and how

they read history becomes an immediate source of acrimony.

Marxist historians like E. P. Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm

have located the origins of self-subjectification as a libera-

tory project not in the canonical texts of traditional philoso-

phy, such as Augustine, but in the historical, revolutionary

struggles of specific persons and groups. Though disagreeing

over the causes and locations of these struggles, scholars of the

Enlightenment, in all of its divergent forms, often argue that

contests over the meaning and direction of social revolutions

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries spawned a new

form of human being from the ashes of aristocratic society:

the parvenu, i.e., the self-made man. Aristocratic trappings

might have remained in the self-stylizations of titles and man-

ners that the emergent bourgeois society adopted. The actual

personages of king and court resurfaced during the Resto-

ration (1660–1689) and various stages of European revolu-

tion and counter-revolution (1789–1848), as did radically de-

licious crackpots such as Charles Fourier and the Icarians,

and less dreamy social reform movements like the Anti-Corn

League. And yet, underneath these restoration costumes and

utopian visions emerged a decisive new presupposition, an ex-

pectation that the course of a man’s life should be determined

by his life, the life he made, rather than from his placement

before his birth in a genealogical, or any other socially de-

fined, grid.

A number of scholars have challenged this Enlightenment

narrative of freedom and individualism. Alan Macfarlane is
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perhaps best known for arguing, in The Origins of English

Individualism, that, with regard to marriage and property, an

English person’s freedom from the family existed long be-

fore the age of revolution.15 In this sense, England was ‘‘dia-

metrically opposed’’ to the rest of the continent. In England,

the great constitutional compromise of the Glorious Revo-

lution of 1689 certainly foregrounded the liberty and free-

dom of the subject from the tyranny of the crown in ways

quite distinct from Europe. But, the individual was ‘‘not

merely an eighteenth-century difference.’’ It can be seen as

far back as the fifteenth century, before the supposed dra-

matic changes caused by Protestantism and the rise of a

new capitalist economy.16 Macfarlane is not alone in consid-

ering England the oddball of Europe, and arguing that the

spirit of ‘‘liberty’’ predated the Protestant Reformation. De

Tocqueville also noted the intractability of English individu-

alism. And Montesquieu famously quipped that the English

were too busy amassing wealth to develop a taste for social

refinements. According to Macfarlane, the reasons for this

oddity are clear: from the perspective of law and custom,

the household seemed relatively unimportant to matters of

property, residence, or marriage; by and large children made

their own choices about marriage, employment, and house-

hold location; and the relations between the sexes and the

classes were fairly relaxed. Little wonder that capitalism took

root so quickly and extensively there. And little wonder that

when it did, many English workers experienced its demands

as a violation of their status as self-motivated men.17

The discovery that English men and women had great
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flexibility in their choice of marriage, work, and residence is a

fascinating historical correction. But it does not discount the

revolutionary form of social detachment that emerged along-

side the notion of self-authorization in the seventeenth and

eighteenth centuries. Reviewing in detail the record on En-

glish exceptionalism, the early American historian Gordon S.

Wood concluded that no matter the great, national chauvin-

ism regarding liberty, inequality was presupposed and was

based on a monarchical necessity. ‘‘In the eighteenth cen-

tury, as in the time of John Winthrop, it was nearly impos-

sible to imagine a civilized society being anything but a hier-

archy of some kind’’ based on ‘‘a long train of dependence

. . . that linked everyone from the king at the top down to

the bonded laborers and black slaves at the bottom.’’ 18 In

other words,what social theorists such as Balibar,Thompson,

and Hobsbawm are tracking is not individual choice per se,

but the seemingly subtle though socially significant norma-

tive shift that begins with struggles aimed at freeing persons

from some specifiable form of social organization or social in-

justice within a field of tactical power but ends with a devo-

tion to freedom as a radical and ultimate break from all so-

cial conditions/horizons.19 History was inverted—man would

be measured by his end rather than by his beginning. And,

as Charles Taylor has observed, this shift to contractual free-

dom would come to characterize all of the major institutions

of the modern social imaginary—the market contract, popu-

lar sovereignty, and the public sphere.20

The subject-in-love is like the self-governing subject in-

sofar as both are ideologically oriented to the fantasy of the
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foundational event. Both self-sovereignty and intimate recog-

nition establish a new subject out of the husk of the old and

reset the clock of the subject at zero. But the foundational

event of the subject-in-love is thought to happen through a

relay with another subject, who is likewise oriented to sover-

eignty as a contractually driven foundational event. In your

gaze I become a new person, as do you in mine.This becoming

anew is not by way of conversion, not by exposure to law or

reason, not by persuasion or formal contract. Who can per-

suade us into love? Because the intimate event is hinged to

nothing but itself, merely by happening to us, by striking us,

it happens. The truth of intimacy is that we know it happened

because it happened to both of us, and the sign that it hap-

pened is that we have been transformed. Its happening made

us; it made one out of two (note that it does not make one

out of three or four or out of an unknown number). A good

sign that the intimate event has occurred is the collapse of

the sex object and intimate subject. Where this collapse has

not occurred, love is qualified.Where social experiments are

oriented to unhinging and multiplying this collapse, love is

foreclosed.

Social theorists have repeatedly trumpeted the social dy-

namic that the subject-in-love inaugurated as the singular

achievement of theWestern Enlightenment.Without the inti-

mate couple, the national mass subject (We the People) and

its forms of critical reason and public debate would not

have been possible. No less dominant a social theorist than

Habermas has argued that this new form of intimate sov-

ereignty provided the conceptual foundations for the demo-
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cratic revolution and its models of freedom, public reason,

and equality-based schemes of justice; and for direct and rep-

resentational democracy. For Habermas, the humanist break

was not achieved by new forms of sexuality or by self-isolation

—as Descartes would have it, a man locking himself in a

candle-lit room before a book-strewn desk, ‘‘raz[ing] every-

thing to the ground and begin[ning] again from the original

foundations,’’ his own act of thinking.21 Instead, the humanist

subject was forged out of the intimate recognition that passed

between two people in the conjugal household—a form of rec-

ognition that itself depended on the emergence of neworgani-

zations of markets and their textual mediations.22 Authentic

self-naming, through another person’s point of view, came to

be opposed to all forms of critical social attachment. ‘‘Experi-

ments with the subjectivity discovered in the close relations

of the conjugal family’’ rife in the eighteenth century were

revolutionary exactly insofar as they considered other sources

of self-opinion and thought illegitimate.23 Do we orient our

opinions and actions based on our relationship to our spouse,

our kin, or our social group? Is this form of kin-based self-

heteronomy opposed to self-autonomy? What about other so-

cial forms, such as the demands of religion or custom? Are

these religious or custom-based forms of self-heteronomy op-

posed to self-autonomy?

Intimate recognition, according to Habermas, uniquely

transformed socially thick people into purely human sub-

jects. Socially deracinated, inter-subjective dependence

would slowly become opposed to and conceived as absolutely

other than displacements of the self through social being. For
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Habermas, the relay of intimate recognition stripped the so-

cial attributes from a person even as it locked this socially de-

racinated self into a higher-order couplet and, vis-à-vis such

couplets, into still higher orders of abstract collectivity such

as the democratic state. This social strip-down and interper-

sonal lock-up would provide the basis of the ‘‘saturated and

free interiority’’ of the modern subject and its rhythms.24

And, as Yunxiang Yan has suggested, it would come to be

seen in places like rural China in the 1980s and 1990s as a

specifically modern, Western, and desirable form of ‘‘love’’

opposed to traditional, pre-modern forms of marriage.25 In-

deed, one of the key dimensions of the fantasy of intimate

love is its stated opposition to all other forms of social deter-

mination even as it claims to produce a new form of social

glue.26 The intimate event holds together what economic and

political self-sovereignty threaten to pull apart, and it does

so while providing an ethical foundation to a specific form of

sex; stitching the rhythms of politics and the market to the

rhythms of the intimate subject; and conserving the civiliza-

tional distinction between metropole and colony.

Because this kind of self-transformation leans on the open-

ness of other people to the same type of self-transformation,

autological intimacy functions as a proselytizing religion.

Like capital, intimacy demands an ever-expanding market;

and, like capital, intimacy expands through macro-institu-

tions and micro-practices. Subjects in the liberal diaspora

constantly urge one another to be open to the possibility that

in recognizing each other in intimate love they will experi-

ence each other as different than they were before—they will
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experience a break, a rupture from their prior selves and ex-

perience a purer, truer form of self, a form that they have

always truly been.27We literally reform the social by believing

in and demanding this form of love. Every time we are in this

form of love, or wish to be, or are frustrated because we are

not, we make social status appear as a form of bondage, mere

surface or impasse, perhaps the vital frisson that lets us feel

it as a resistance. In this sense, love has become the sign of a

new liberal mystery, a secular religion. Love leaves people as

they were in the Garden of Eden, merely men and women, not

dukes or duchesses, not heirs to a title or office, not wealthy or

poor. I may be a bourgeois at work, but at home I am simply,

and fundamentally, the man she loves. I may be merely I, but

this is all I need to be to have human worth, and this is, in the

beginning and the end, no more than any of us are at core.

Unless you happen to be, or are considered to be, a woman,

a homosexual, not white. I will come back to this point in a

moment.

In sum, whether terrestrial or celestial, for social theo-

rists of the Western Enlightenment the power of the intimate

event of self-sovereignty lay in its ability to connect the micro-

practices of certain forms of love to the macro-practices of

certain forms of state governance and certain forms of capi-

tal production, circulation, and consumption—to make a per-

sonal event a normative mission and a civilizational break.

The semiotic operation of the intimate event so saturates the

horizon of everyday life that it no longer seems a ‘‘semiotic

operation’’ but just the way people do things—how they de-

cide which newspaper to buy or television show to watch,
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candidate to vote for, product to consume, job to labor at,

and person to love. All of these choices set up complex re-

lays between self-determination and social identifications and

desire: who I am, or want to be, vis-à-vis my purchase, vis-

à-vis what I can do with my life, and vis-à-vis whom I end

up loving. In other words, the intimate event is a semiotic

operation that creates a subject, produces multiple linkages

between that subject, its economy, and government, and gov-

erns the operation of these linkages.This discursive operation

forms a pyramid, at the top of which is a self-governed ‘‘I,’’ fol-

lowed by the self-governing couplet of ‘‘I-thou’’ and the unity

of ‘‘we’’ that unfolds out of this couplet, followed in turn by

various levels of social organization—say, our ‘‘family,’’ ‘‘na-

tion,’’ ‘‘race,’’ ‘‘culture,’’ ‘‘religion.’’ The truth and right of

self-reflexive sovereignty means that social value runs in a

specific direction along this pyramid of self determination:

I should determine I, We determine Ourselves, Races them-

selves, Cultures themselves, Religions themselves, but Reli-

gions should not determine cultures, cultures should not de-

termine us, and we should not determine I. Herein lies the

semiotics of liberal freedom that allows liberal subjects to

hinge the most personal of feelings to the broadest currents

of world history. To assert a bond of love was to be world-

historical.

Except, of course, where it did not—the world before

Loving v. Virginia, and the world as it is under Reynolds v.

United States, and Bowers v. Hardwick and its incommensu-

rate counter-currents in Lawrence v. Texas, and the Defense of

Marriage Act. The imaginary of the intimate event is always
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disrupted and secured by the logic of the exception—‘‘except,

of course, in the case of . . .’’ The ‘‘nothing more than’’ of

deracinating intimacy always projects the question of ‘‘what

about this, then’’—the color of skin or the fold of flesh. If we

are to understand the hold that fantasies of the intimate event

have on social life in the liberal diaspora, then we must first

examine all the ways in which they are secured at the very

moment these fantasies seem thoroughly disseminated and

referentially untrue.

One way in which these fantasies are both referentially un-

true and ideologically robust is that the very semiotic com-

position of the foundational event is internally disruptive to

the foundational subject of love. Positing oneself as addresser

and addressee creates a new ‘‘I,’’ a type of first person ‘‘you.’’

This internal ‘‘you’’ is not the subject who asks the question

‘‘What do I think?’’ but the ‘‘I’’ who is entailed as the object

of the question, and placed in the role of the potential subject

of response. ‘‘Hey you! What do you think?’’ Object and sub-

ject of enunciation appear to collapse into one another, form-

ing a new plural subject of thought. ‘‘Hey you, yes, you-who-

are-I/me, what do we think?’’ This discursive form creates

neither the Freudian split subject nor the Deleuzian subject

of surplus. It creates them both. The more I ask myself to

speak my own truth, the richer and more multi-dimensional

the interior terrain of ‘‘I’’ becomes, literally the more of my-

self there is. But, at the same time, the more I query (produce)

myself—thematizing the different aspects of myself that I am

interested in (thinking me, inner me, wounded me, spiritual

me, sexual me)—the more I build my own removal from my-
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self. In short, self-elaboration and self-alienation are born at

the exact same moment because they are the dynamic conse-

quences of this type of self-referentiality. As a result, if the

parvenu emerged in the seventeenth century, it emerged as

a split and a surplus. We might say it was born with an agi-

tated detachment from any and all forms of social attachment,

including the subject’s attachment to its own foundation. It

is no surprise, then, that the intimate event is where I find

myself and where I lose myself, where reason is subverted by

desire rather than installed, where I am compelled more than

compelling, where there is always more of me than I know

what to do with.The very form itself absorbs me, swallows me

up, and overwhelms me even as it agitates and detaches me.

And the compelling fiction of the foundational event creates

an anxiety as plural as it is incommensurate: Will I be isolated

if this event does not strike me? Is my social world formed in

such a way as to preclude it striking me? If it does not strike

me will I be left alone without social support or renewal? Will

I be cast out?

A related problem with viewing the intimate event as an

actual event is that sovereignty is just another form of obe-

dience. I mentioned this above, but it bears repeating. The

liberal subject is said to become sovereign at the moment she

projects herself as her own authentic ground. This founda-

tional self is necessarily phantasmagorical for the simple rea-

son that no one can pick herself up by her own bootstraps.

The felicity of this foundational event depends on an entire

host of conditioning social institutions and relations. Jacques

Donzelot showed in his study of the emergence of the bour-
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geois family and social welfare in France how the contract be-

tween power and self-authorization insinuated itself into the

very tissues and membranes of practices of state disciplinary

care. And, as Ann Stoler has written, this insinuation may

well have had its origins in colonial practices of child care.28 In

short, the sovereign and intimate subject of recognition was

anything but free, in the sense of undetermined and stabi-

lized—it was very much a social determination.29 Even Kant

recognized this. Marx certainly did. Hannah Arendt made

this point precisely in The Human Condition where she ar-

gued that the classical distinctions between the private as a

realm of necessity and the public as the realm of agonistic

play would be entirely blurred when ‘‘the body of peoples and

political communities’’ came to be seen in the ‘‘image of the

family whose everyday affairs have to be taken care of by a

gigantic nationwide administration of housekeeping.’’30 For

Arendt, the decisive turn is not from an older form of sover-

eignty into biopolitics but from an older form of biopolitics

into a new form of oikopolitics. Whatever we call it, this self-

management would later, especially under the pressure of the

psychoanalytic mandate, become re-thematized as anxiety,

the price of becoming a subject as such rather than the effect

of a specific type of subjectivity and its institutional supports.

A third problem with viewing the intimate event as an ac-

tual event is that all intimacies stretch between the actual and

the possible, the long duration and the punctual, the singu-

lar and the general. What are the criteria by which we assess

whether the event has happened to us or to others? How do

we decide what is what—what is love; what is lust; what is a

195



passing fancy? On the other hand, what kind of bargain do we

get ourselves into when we fall in love, when the event of inti-

macy strikes us? This question has been of particular concern

for contract law. No matter how closely the intimate event is

aligned to other kinds of economic and political contracts,

it is also continually distinguished from them. Indeed, the

intimate contract is often represented as if it were in immi-

nent harm of collapsing into the political and economic con-

tract. After all, if all these contracts are based on the same

kind of subject, then what is the difference between buying

and selling a car, marrying and divorcing a spouse, choosing

and rejecting a state representative? As early as Locke and as

recently as the California Supreme Court’s 1948 decision in

Perez v. Sharp, some difference between these kinds of con-

tracts has, nevertheless, been asserted. In Perez, the court

struck down California’s miscegenation legislation nineteen

years before Loving v. Virginia, arguing that ‘‘the fungibility

that was arguably present with respect to some goods and ser-

vices was absent with respect to marriage’’ because ‘‘human

beings would be diminished ‘by a doctrine that would make

them as interchangeable as trains.’ ’’31 But, the potential that

all aspects of intimate human life may become fungible has

intensified in court cases concerning new reproductive tech-

nologies.32 The importance of the dense hermeneutic and in-

stitutional mirroring between economic, political, and inti-

mate contracts is not that it shows how these contractual

forms have collapsed into each other in some absolute way,

but how their possible implosion created widespread anxiety.

Finally, liberal forms of constitutionally backed demo-
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cratic state governance did not move from social status to the

intimate contract—the genealogical to the autological—as

the foundation of liberal government, but merely reorganized

how social status was deployed in governmental logics. Self-

sovereignty is itself undermined in the liberal democratic

states that claim to have produced, and to be the product

of, this form of subjectivity. Certainly, it is easy enough to

show that they have not freed themselves from the ‘‘exter-

nal’’ constraints of family, class, and religious power. Count-

less feminist scholars of Western Europe, the United States,

and Australia including Amy Dru Stanley, Amy Kaplan,

Lora Romero, Carol Pateman, Nancy Cott, Hester Eisenstein,

Diane Bell, and Helen Garner have demonstrated that the

foundational event is phantasmagorical in the simple sense

that liberal societies are not, in fact, structured in a manner

consistent with the ideological fantasy of the intimate event.

The very conceptual form of state citizenship, insinuated into

the deep tissues of economic, state, and national life, is based

on birth from a human body or a territorial body and thus

is inflected by the governing metaphors of flesh—race, gen-

der, and sexuality. Moreover, while the formal practices of

the family may have narrowed over the past thousand years,

the heterosexual family has become more explicitly theorized

and politicized as the core institution of the nation-state. In

the United States, immigration policy is skewed to a narrow

reading of the heterosexual family, as is most inheritance

legislation, tax codes, health benefits, and family and repro-

ductive law. Debates in France and the United States over gay

adoption and recent restrictions on new reproductive tech-
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nologies in Italy and the United Kingdom suggest how, even

across such different state and national contexts, heteronor-

mativity and its genealogical underbelly continue to play a

role in determining the intimate event.

How, then, do these discourses deepen their grip on so-

cial life though they are internally unstable and referentially

untrue? The maintenance of intimate sovereignty as a truth

of liberal empire depends on a method of constituting three

kinds of truth about the subjects and objects of empire: the

truth of intimacy’s proper domain, the truth of its normative

ideals, and the truth of contrasting evils that surround it.

The first method, the proper domain of the genealogical,

works by casting some of the liberal dependencies on gene-

alogical principles as ‘‘private’’ matters. Nancy Fraser noted

a related point in her essay, ‘‘Rethinking the Public Sphere,’’

where she pointed out that the rhetoric of privacy excludes

certain interests and issues by casting them as ‘‘private, do-

mestic or personal, familial matters in contradistinction to

public, political matters.’’33Other dependencies on genealogi-

cal principles, such as the inheritance of citizenship, of state-

backed property, of legal-backed forms of care, are cast as

public goods and bureaucratic matters.

Second, the language of normative ideals provides a way

for freedom-loving, self-governing people to distance them-

selves from their own practices by describing internal inco-

herencies as mistakes and aberrations of a well-intentioned

system; a sidetrack on the general march to freedom; or nec-

essary compromises in an imperfect world. These mistakes,

alleyways, and compromises do not, so the story goes, negate
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the fact that freedom from social bondage is an ideal of the

North/West.

Third, the language of contrasting evils mitigates the vol-

ume of autological intimacy’s own internal incoherence by

situating the intimate event beside a contrasting evil. The

incoherence of discourses of the intimate event is continu-

ally cast against some other societal form that supposedly

staunchly opposes the intimate event as the true and right

basis of personal and state government. To get traction on

these questions we need to understand that the productivity

of the intimate event derives much of its ideological force

from something that co-emerged with it—discourses about

the genealogical society. So we must start our inquiry anew

and note that the distinctions that appear visible in scenes

of liberal adult love—including their incoherencies and un-

decidability—do not merely arise from an internal tension

within discourses about the intimate event, but rather from

how these discourses interact with another phantom of liberal

passion and reason: the genealogical subject and the gene-

alogical society.The intimate event is itself captured and con-

jured by way of a set of relatively stable contrastive discourses

about the determination of individual choice, mystery, and

discovery by some type of social custom or convention. The

terrain of genealogical discourses is as complex as those of

the intimate event and autological subject. Kinship and the

family, tribalism, and patriarchy are obvious examples of dis-

courses of genealogical inheritances. But the lawof genealogi-

cal inheritances also encompasses the complex exchanges of

race and ethnicity; the nation and its historical legacies; and
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the capture of the subject by hegemony and by the processes

of the unconscious. In all these instances, genealogy is a spe-

cific reckoning of time and the human(ist) subject of reason;

genealogical inheritances threaten to determine the present

by the past, and reason and the conscious by unreason and

the unconscious.

In sum, the power of the modern intimate event lies not

merely in its ability to employ the social order, nor merely in

its ability to anchor itself to other like-structured institutions,

nor merely in its ability to invest itself with magical qualities

and ethical purpose. Its power derives equally from a mir-

ror image that supposedly marks its geographical and civili-

zational difference. In other words, the intimate event does

not merely characterize some truth about liberal desire—it

asserts its difference by reference to the differential truths of

social geographies and its own social hsitory.

The cunning of those promoting Enlightenment excep-

tionalism is that they claim the Enlightenment as a European

heritage and as an event that shattered this heritage, and that

they claim this shattering absolutely differentiated the En-

lightenment subject from all others. The Enlightenment and

intimacy are bootstrap performatives, ruptural foundations,

events that happened in a place but, because they broke with

that place, therefore can be universalized.34 This is why ar-

guments by Islamic scholars, African philosophers and state

theorists, and indigenous leaders that their customs, tradi-

tions, and histories already include elaborate discourses and

practices of freedom, agency, and individualism do not dis-

lodge this Enlightenment exceptionalism. It is not freedom
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as such, but the performative break with its own tradition

that signals to the adherents of the Western Enlightenment

its own singularity, its world significance, its revolutionary

advance out of custom. But this insistence that the Enlight-

enment had broken with its past and shattered its relation to

all others, even if it had not, let to an intense anxiety over how

to consider the collectivity and collective goods in relation to

it. From Hobbes to de Beauvoir, from Rousseau to Fanon, so-

cial theory pivoted around a set of central questions. If man

is securely enclosed within himself, how can he get out? If

man is the foundation of his own desire, what of the collective

good that may well counter his desire? What was the source

of the collective good if not some sort of amalgamated set of

individuals or collective mind, the General Will, the People?

Before looking at how the scholarly disciplines have an-

swered these questions and, in the effort to ground these an-

swers in historical and anthropological facts, secured an En-

lightenment fantasy, let me outline three major topographical

spaces within liberal discourses of the genealogical society:

the materiality of genealogy, the symbolics of genealogy, and

the economy of genealogy. By tracking these discourses, we

can begin to see how the intimate event and the genealogi-

cal society function not as isolated discourses and practices,

but as co-constitutive fields, riveted together in such a way

that they secure and distribute power and wealth in the liberal

diaspora.

First, discourses about the materiality of genealogy figure

the truth of the body and its reproduction as simultaneously

escaping and leading social and individual sovereignty. The
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materiality of genealogy is what is behind, or before, the indi-

vidual and the social—what material they inherit to work

with and what can be given life or death by the sovereign.This

is what I refer to as corporeality. Corporeality is not so dif-

ferent from what Giorgio Agamben has called ‘‘naked life,’’

the separation ‘‘of some simple fact of living common to all

living beings’’ from ‘‘the form or manner of living particu-

lar to a single individual or group’’ and especially to a human

community that constitutes the modern political subject.35

Agamben notes, and I would agree, that the division between

naked life (what I am calling corporeality) and political life

is the result of a social division. It is a ‘‘biopolitical fracture’’

that has a specific historyand path of circulation in capitalism

and empire. Carl Schmitt’s definition of sovereignty is funda-

mental to Agamben’s notion of bare life—the sovereign is she

who can establish the state of exception. The rule of law sus-

pends itself; it is not suspended. And this suspension creates

the difference between sovereign life and bare life, transform-

ing the human into meat, reducing the person to her body.

The biopolitical capture of sores, discussed in the first essay

of this book, suggests exactly how the state of exception in

which my indigenous friends in Australia are placed creates a

population that can continually suffer death without evoking

mourning.

The discursive play of the materiality of genealogy is cap-

tured in such ordinary phrases as, ‘‘I cannot choose who my

biological parents were.’’ Here grammar mimics ideology:

the present tense of the subject’s negated choice (‘‘I cannot

choose’’) is barricaded by the past tense of its conditioning
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(‘‘who my biological parents were’’). The materiality of in-

heritance is, in short, a metaphysics of substance that posits

a material legacy beyond the control of a person or society.

This metaphysical stance on corporeality does not necessi-

tate any agreement about where this truly deracinated ma-

teriality lies: within the thin skin of the individual body, in

the hormonal systems coursing through it, in the dna that

provides a code for it, or in the particular manner in which

that dna is wound and unwound.36 Rather, this metaphysics

merely projects a space beyond the dialectic of social determi-

nation and individual freedom, and in projecting this space,

it incites a certain hope that we might transcend the divi-

sion between flesh and discourse, along with a certain despair

that flesh can ever be extracted from its discursive conditions.

This metaphysical stance does not preclude the present de-

ployment of corporeality fordisciplinaryends. Indeed, rather

than precluding these ends, the metaphysics of substances

helps to legitimate certain disciplinary regimes. Biometrics,

for instance, has emerged as a means of surveillance since

September 11, 2001: the United States has begun requiring

biometric identifiers on the passports of people coming from

nations without visa requirements.37 New reproductive tech-

nologies are also riddled with social regulation, as are First

World multinational thefts of the genetic material of the sec-

ond, third, and fourth worlds.

If, however, we are interested in the maintenance of the

truth of intimate sovereignty as a means of liberal empire,

then we need to confront the question of whether the flesh

should be seen merely as a juridical and political maneuver,

203



merely as a social tactic, or also as a physical mattering.

What I am claiming, and have tried to show throughout this

book, is that the uneven constitution of the flesh is a key

way in which the dynamic between autology and genealogy

is secured, maintained, and reproduced. What interests me,

and what I am trying to get at through the notion of carnality,

as distinct from corporeality, is what is enabled—what be-

comes possible physically—at the moment when people are

so reduced and how these actual and possible carnal worlds

help secure the fiction of the intimate event and its genealogi-

cal other. A biopolitical fracture may indeed have separated

bare life from sovereign life, casting the exception into a social

and psychic camp. But once separated in this way, a certain

meatiness, a certain benign brutality, becomes available for

politics, certain relations of capital become possible, accept-

able, and even inevitable. The trouble with Agamben’s model

is that the clean division it projects, or that sovereign power

projects, between life and death is a wish-fantasy. As I tried

to show in the very first essay of this book, the temporality

of life for many at the edge of liberal capital’s promise is the

temporality of diarrhea—slow, debilitating, and blurred. The

uneven speed with which people die, the distribution of vio-

lence attached to these deaths, or the slowness of their decay,

all present different temporalities for how power is invested

through local biospaces. If we are interested in the relation-

ship between intimacy and the liberal diaspora, then we need

to understand carnality as not merely a juridical and politi-

cal maneuver, nor merely as a social tactic, but as a physical

mattering, just as the intimate event and the genealogical so-
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ciety are also physical matters, facts of carnality as well as of

discourse.

Second, the symbolics of genealogy include discursive

practices that organize corporeality and meta-discursive

practices about the relative value of these different discur-

sive practices. Symbolics of genealogy include actual prac-

tices of kinship, race, and nationalism along with theoretical

and political discourses about the meaning, shape, and value

of these kinship, race, and national practices to the health

of the nation, the people, and an ethical way of life. Symbol-

ics of genealogy are dispersed across bureaucratic space in

such a way that different social classes within the same social

group have, or are denied, access to different languages and

styles of genealogy. This bureaucratic dispersion continu-

ally fractures and fragments already fractured social groups.

Sarah Barringer Gordon has shown, for instance, the ways in

which nineteenth-century sentimental novels about Mormon

polygamy made people in the Northeast feel that their moral

values were threatened—that if polygamy were allowed in the

territories, then all women would potentially be not a man’s

wife but merely his first wife.38 According to Gordon, the

U.S. Supreme Court may have decided in 1878, in Reynolds

v. United States, that monogamy was foundational to civilized

democratic states, but it was the production and circulation

of texts like these sentimental novels that moved people to

make laws and inscribe themselves in these laws. Similarly,

Françoise Verges has built on Lynn Hunt’s groundbreaking

study of the function of the family romance in the making

of the French Revolution by arguing that the relationship be-
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tween the French Antilles and Continental France was enun-

ciated and imagined in terms of gender and kinship that fig-

ured France as the elder, paternalistic brother addressing his

brown and black island brothers, excluding in the process the

black sister, mother, and lover from the halls of government.39

In sum, symbolics of genealogy encompass all the conven-

tions and languages of the body, its reproduction, and the

means by which goods and materials, rights and obligations,

move through these corporealities as markers of inheritance.

As a result, symbolics of genealogy run the ideological gamut

from biological essentialism to cultural relativism to radical

(de)construction. In the latter case, the semi-autonomous ma-

terialityof the body itself disappears under the deferred scrib-

bling of discourse.40 Although they might differ as to which

conventions are seen as opportunities and which as threats,

all these ways of figuring the meaning, shape, and value of in-

heritances figure them as specters, the ghostly remains of the

past still imprinting the present.

Third, the economy of genealogy includes all the ways

that these genealogical inheritances are called on to circulate

wealth and power. Again, this is an extraordinarily complex

field that includes discourses about how societies organize

personal and communal wealth on the basis of descent along

with discourses about the obligations that the past places on

the present, such as reparations for slavery, colonialism, and

war. In other words, the economy of genealogy encompasses

not only the family inheritances of individuals, but also the

historical inheritances of empire, such as debates about tax-

ing the financial markets in order to redistribute wealth from

the North to the South.
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The complexity of state policy regarding the economy of

genealogy in democratic states is apparent in U.S. debates

about affirmative action in public universities’ admissions

practices. These debates are not merely about whether the

history of slavery should determine, or does determine, con-

temporary life, but whether race as a social status and social

history should have a privileged relationship to other types

of social statuses and histories. In the wake of Grutter v. Bol-

linger et al. (2003), public debate focused for a while on the

difference between race-based admissions and legacy-based

admissions. Legacy admissions are those that favor the sons

and daughters of alumni. What was the difference and dy-

namic between taking a person’s race into consideration in the

admissions process and taking a person’s immediate family

history into consideration? During these debates, social con-

servatives tried to disarticulate these preferences by claiming

that legacy admissions were color-blind and thus not about

what happened in the past, but about what a person made of

him- or herself.To some people it seemed to make little differ-

ence that the person who made something of him- or herself

was not the student receiving the preference, but his or her

parent or grandparent.

To the Editor: Your April 22 front-page article regard-

ing the rising numbers of students from higher-income

families at American colleges and universities misses

a very basic point. Sure, the children of the wealthy

have advantages. But the children of successful par-

ents are more likely to be successful not simply because

their parents were wealthy but because their parents
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had the skills necessary to create that wealth. The par-

ents did not inherit doctors’ degrees; they earned them

because they possessed intelligence and drive.Thus the

odds that the children possess the same qualities and

therefore are admitted to institutions of higher learning

should be neither a surprise nor a negative.41

In sum, apologists of intimacy argue that the point is not

whether intimate sovereignty is a true or false description of

actual liberal life. Those who claim intimate freedom as the

singular achievement of the West insist that the shift from

social status to intimate contract, from social determination

to individual freedom, is a true description of an emergent

norm. It is a method of constituting two kinds of truth about

the subject and her social world, one reduced to mere fact

and the other raised to a normative end, and it creates two

kinds of worlds, starkly separated and morally opposed. One

is autological; the other is genealogical. Each is said to have

its contrasting modes of intimacy. Those enthralled by the

intimate event say that in matters of the heart and the labors

of a life, attitudinal and discursive practices should be based

on foundational events, at least most of the time, at least in

the context in which this social form is being advanced as the

end of history. They do not say that they always are. In other

words, the intimacy grid is normative politics, not actual poli-

tics. This incredibly thin but incredibly resilient regulatory

ideal renders actual life irrelevant. Actual life is like the ob-

ject of Lacanian desire, that away from which we should move,

that with which we should be disappointed. Sure, we fail. His-

tory is littered with examples of these failures, not the least
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of which was the longstanding fact that only men of certain

races, privileges, and property had the right of contract and

that these same men held the property of their wives and their

enslaved or colonized subjects under the legal principle of

coverture.

Let me return to two questions I asked at the beginning

of this essay: How do we reread classic debates about liberal

exceptionalism in light of these apologies of intimacy? And

how is the liberal present written by reference to its own and

others’ phantom genealogical past?

Three

We can begin by asking which of the many debates are rele-

vant. These debates include how transformations of the inti-

mate event and the genealogical society were affected by the

long struggle for independence in the colonial world and how

the languages and attitudes that emerged from these struggles

were translated into the social movements of the 1960s—

feminists, diasporic peoples, indigenous people, homosexu-

als, the non-aligned, and many others.42 The cultural mean-

ings of these struggles could themselves be situated in an even

older history in which the primary civilizational difference

was not metropole and colony but medieval Europe and vari-

ous competing Islamic empires. Finally, a treatment of these

topographies would need to bring together historical studies

of inheritance and gender, exemplified in the work of Martha

Howell, Amy Dru Stanley, and Ann Kaplan, with theories of

the subject as the effect of the inheritance of gendered and
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sexual positions, such as those of Jacqueline Rose, Joan Cop-

jec, and Liz Grosz. After all, the problem of genealogy does

not merely encompass issues of social property and gover-

nance, but also includes the question of how the problems of

the conscious and the unconscious, culture and hegemony,

language and metalanguage became problems of subjective

governance and inheritance.

When we bring together these strands of scholarship, new

questions about the intimate event and genealogical society

emerge, changing how we read the history of intimacy. How

did the difference between the intimate event and the gene-

alogical society emerge in such a way that they appeared to

represent the difference between civilizations and epistemic

cultures? How was this putative difference absorbed into the

governance of peoples at home and abroad? The immediate

trouble we face asking and answering questions like these is

that most of the literature we read on intimacy and geneal-

ogy has presupposed the difference between the autological

subject and genealogical society and the kinds of intimacies

they produce.This becomes quite clear when we examine two

bodies of literature on intimacy and its autological and gene-

alogical foundations: on the one hand, literature examining

when, where, and why the modern intimate subject emerged

and, on the other, literature examining how genealogical soci-

eties govern themselves in the absence of a formal domain of

politics.

The critical questions of when, where, and why modern

forms of intimacy and marriage emerged in Europe and its

settler colonies have primarily focused on individual con-
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sent in the domain of marriage. Take, for example, debates

about the impact of twelfth-century Gregorian reforms in the

Catholic Church around the family, property, and sexuality.

The reforms are usually described as a reaction by conserva-

tive theologians to the excess of the Carolingian period, espe-

cially the increasing penetration of the church by the laity

as the aristocracy, the church, and commoners maneuvered

to gain, or keep, control of land and wealth.43 A vital part of

this struggle was the refashioning of two arenas of sexuality.44

The Church instituted new restrictions on the clergy and new

demands on the laity. Clerical celibacy became the sign and

tactic of a separation between these two social domains even

as marriage and reproduction became a sacred duty of the

laity.Within this new field of sexuality, the Church attempted

to out-maneuver the aristocracy by insisting that individuals

rather than households be the locus of the felicity and fidelity

of the marriage contract. Arranged marriages continued, but

their validity increasingly depended on the consent of the two

individuals concerned rather than on the marriage ceremony

itself.45 However, though it was easy to demand ‘‘consent’’ as

the condition of marital legitimacy,what signaled consent was

not always clear. What ‘‘consent’’ referred to was itself a site

of conflict, although, over time, one discursive form became

dominant over others.46

The question of what signaled consent in the context of

intimacy was soon colliding with other contractual forms

and problems. At one and the same time, these contractual

forms seemed to have a deep affinity and continually dis-

rupted one another. For instance, according to Charles Tay-
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lor, Grotius understood political authority to be legitimate

only insofar as individuals consented to be so ruled. But they

assumed this initial consent created a binding contractual

obligation that could not be broken.47 Locke, by contrast, in-

sisted the government should be set to a more regular clock

of consent between individuals and society; revolution was

justified only when this clock was upset. Individual politi-

cal consent became something that needed to be continually

re-theatricalized in the form of the franchise. Alongside the

emergence of this new form of political and economic con-

sent came new understandings of intimate contracts and mu-

tatis mutandis new differences within Christendom.48 Expec-

tations and fantasies about what marriage can and should do

changed. Did the original consent create a binding obligation

between two people, or were they continually required to re-

affirm their commitment? What exactly needed to be said,

in what tense and pronominal form? Did it need to be wit-

nessed or authorized by some (disinterested) person outside

the conjugal couple? Who should that be?

These newcontractual possibilities opened lines of socially

possible and subjectively sensible questions. An approach to

marriage that necessitated continual consent as opposed to

a first and final consent changed the orientation of the self

to itself. Present-tense feelings become socially relevant in a

new way. ‘‘What am I feeling now?’’ or ‘‘Do I still love her?’’

Who is the ‘‘I’’ asking and answering these questions? If a

husband provided materially for his wife, did her happiness

matter? Did his? It is not surprising, then, that many studies

examining the emergence of the intimate event focus on the
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subject-in-love in relation to contractual events. They look at

how the betrothal became a proto-contract, a public, first-

person, present-tense announcement, and they note that this

proto-contract predated the Hobbesian contract by four hun-

dred years.49

At the same time that the Gregorian reforms focused on

individual consent in the marriage ritual, they vastly ex-

panded the sphere of kinship in which individuals maneu-

vered.The Church doubled, in an extremely short period, the

number of kin prohibited from marriage by substituting Ro-

man law for German lawas the basis for reckoning kinship de-

grees and by instituting new sexually restricted kinship cate-

gories such as godparent, widow, and spiritual parent. British

social anthropologist Jack Goody has argued that the reforms

were not merely aimed at aristocratic control of social life but

at the control of property by collateral kin at all levels of so-

ciety.50 Even if we remain agnostic about whether these re-

forms were primarily in the service of property accumulation

or doctrinal purity, there seems little disagreement that the

tension between the contractual conjugal couple and the ex-

pansion of the genealogical grid instigated a struggle across

all orders of societyover these newdisciplines of sexuality and

kinship. The genealogical grid became a pervasive constraint

at the very moment that the individual seemed to be freed

from its dictates. Everyone was suddenly in real or potential

danger of a dangerous liaison. The Roman Catholic Church

increasingly claimed the role of arbiter, verifying licit unions,

dissolving ordispensing absolution for illicit marriages where

it saw them as appropriate (or lucrative). It was not until the
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Protestant Reformation that the genealogical grid slowly con-

tracted around the conjugal couple and their immediate filial

relations, although strong regional variations remained.

Though the political relevance of family trees was slowly

narrowed and relocated after the Protestant Reformation,

their social relevance was in fact democratized and dispersed

into the life-worlds of ordinary people and into the seams of

homogeneous national space-time. We could argue that, in

being democratized, the genealogical grid has become more

vital and real to the political order, whether it is attacked or

defended. Certainly it ceased to function as a broadcast model

in which concentric circles of genealogical ranks and associa-

tions radiated from the apical crown. The polity no longer

unfolded out of the (fictive) ranked affiliations of the people

from the point of view of the sovereign family. Now everyone

could have a little heritage of his or her own—diagrammed

as a personal tree—a stake in some plot that tracked genera-

tionally.

As a result, the genealogical grid that operates as the pre-

supposition of national life in the present is not the same grid

that operated before the seventeenth century. And yet, what

operated prior to the seventeenth century did not lack the

space of maneuver and tactic any more than autological inti-

macy operates outside the space of genealogy. Here Jacques

Le Goff’s discussion of the king’s body and Habermas’s dis-

cussion of intimacy—‘‘saturated and free interiority’’—are

crucial.51 The aristocratic genealogy was rich in distinctions

of rank, role, and kinship that both ordered people and al-

lowed them multiple avenues for contestation, elaboration,
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and negotiation. The genealogical grid inherited by market

society was only unevenly deracinated from social status and

rearticulated to humanity, a term intended to suggest equiva-

lence. Questions about the internal dynamic of hierarchy

within the new bourgeois family arose almost immediately,

as did questions about the grounds for building these new

families. What forms of subordination should extend out of

the reduced differences among men and women, parents and

children? What could—and should—be the presuppositional

grounds for forming these petite genealogies if not the so-

cial or religious status of the contracting members? Who

should be included and excluded from the ranks of blood and

money, property and inheritance, love and affection, and sex?

All these questions inserted genealogical relations into inti-

mate relations even though many scholars continue to portray

‘‘pre-modern’’ society as subject to the constraints of a gene-

alogical imaginary. In other words, they take the ideological

side of the autological subject, representing modern intimacy

as if it were actually other than genealogy, outside it, opposed

to it.52

The rigid separation between pre-modern and modern

Europe was projected onto the relation between Europe and

its colonial subjects, the metropole and colony, the West and

East, the North and South, the Christian and Islamic. Even

as scholars of the liberal and radical Enlightenments de-

bate the timing and location of the emergence of the inti-

mate event and the ways it floated free from fixed matrixes of

social status, they and other scholars project a rigid form

of genealogical determination onto the social organization
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of pre-modern Europeans and colonized peoples. Sociologi-

cal scholarship on Europe revolved around the problem of

social degeneracy and women and men’s liberation from

home economies, while anthropological scholarship revolved

around what Michel-Rolph Trouillot has described as the sav-

age slot.53 The British anthropologist Marilyn Strathern has

argued that it was Lewis Henry Morgan who provided the con-

ceptual foundation on which many of these debates about sav-

agery and intimacy would take place. ‘‘Morgan conceived the

contrast as between those closer to and more distant from na-

ture . . . Indeed the draft opening chapter of Systems of Con-

sanguinity referred to family relationships existing in nature

independently of human creation.’’54 Strathern is referring to

a text that Morgan published in 1871 that presented an ac-

count of how colonial societies ordered and reproduced every

aspect of their lives on the basis of modes of kinship. Mor-

gan began with the foundational subject, the socially deraci-

nated subject of the Enlightenment, and the ego as an event:

‘‘Around every person there is a circle of kindred of which

such person is the centre, the Ego, from which the degree of

the relationship is reckoned, and to whom the relationship

itself returns.’’55

According to Morgan there were ‘‘but two radically dis-

tinct forms of consanguinity.’’ On the one hand were descrip-

tive systems, such as ‘‘the Aryan, Semitic, and Uralian fami-

lies.’’ This system recognized only the ‘‘primary terms of

relationship . . . which are those for husband and wife, father

and mother, brother and sister, and son and daughter, to

which must be added, in such languages as possess them,
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grandfather, grandmother, and grandson and granddaughter

. . . Each relationship is thus made independent and distinct

from every other.’’ On the other hand were the classificatory

systems of consanguinity such as the Turanian, American

Indian, and Malayan families. These rejected ‘‘descriptive

phrase in every instance, and reducing consanguinity to great

classes bya series of apparently arbitrary generalizations, [ap-

plied] the same terms to all the members of the same class.

[Such a system] thus confounds relationships, which, under

the descriptive system, are distinct, and enlarges the signifi-

cation both of the primary and secondary terms beyond their

seemingly appropriate sense.’’56

Morgan’s research and writing were directed at an already

heated discursive environment in whichVictorian society and

Victorian anthropologists were struggling to square themes

of the evolution of marriage with the struggle for female

suffrage and the protection of ‘‘aboriginal’’ populations.57

Johann Bachofen, Sir John Lubbock, John McLellan, and

others debated the evolution of marriage types—matriarchy,

patriarchy, communal marriage, monogamy—as well as the

relationship between kinship and marriage. Famously, they

debated whether the kinship terms that colonized peoples

used were actual kinship relations or merely strategic modes

of address meant to normalize what were at root savage pas-

sions. Over the course of debates about the meaning of mar-

riage in the metropole and colonies, the state of nature and

the savage slot shifted from being the empty backdrop against

which seventeenth-century legal theorists could abstract peo-

ple from all social relations of superiority and inferiority,
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to, during the Victorian period and beyond, being flooded

with images of real and phantasmagorical social practices.58

Rather than all freedom and excess, the passions of primitives

were all control and coercion. For Emile Durkheim and his

student-nephew, Marcel Mauss, ‘‘this logical order’’ was ‘‘so

rigid, the powerof constraint of these categories on the mind’’

was ‘‘so strong’’ that all ‘‘ideas seem to the primitive to be

subject to a logical necessity by which they are entailed.’’59 In

short, if in Freudian psychoanalysis the unconscious became

‘‘the dark continent’’ of the autological subject, it became so

as sub-Saharan Africa, Aboriginal Australia, and other colo-

nial spaces were being enclosed within an anthropological dis-

course of tribalism and colonial paternalism. Soon pharma-

ceutical companies could mobilize tribal ritual as a ‘‘basic tool

of primitive psychiatry’’ in advertising campaigns for such

drugs for schizophrenia as Stelazine.60

For a while, the topic of primitive religion rather than

primitive kinship and marriage was thought to provide more

fertile grounds for a comparative sociology.61 But in 1901, the

British psychologist W. H. R. Rivers revitalized the study of

kinship byannouncing a major methodological breakthrough

in the study of savage societies. Shortly after returning from

a collaborative study of the Torres Strait Islanders, Rivers

announced new procedures for collecting and analyzing data

that moved the study of man beyond conjectural history

and onto hard scientific grounds.62 Rivers recommended the

genealogical method to the emergent anthropological com-

munity on the basis of its simplicity and its proven ability to

collect huge amounts of social data in short amounts of time.

218



A couple of assumptions about human beings, sex difference

and heterosexual reproduction—assumptions that could be

claimed to be the universal preconditions of human life—

provided just enough structure for the maximal comparison

among societies. The comparative reach, the territorial pos-

sibilities of this new demographic method, stretched as far as

the British Empire.

What was originally a research method very quickly be-

came a full-fledged social theory, as Rivers’s student A. R.

Radcliffe-Brown transformed a tool for generating social data

into a theory of the generative structure of social systems.

Harking back to Morgan, Radcliffe-Brown posited that gene-

alogy (kinship and affinity) provided the structural principle

out of which all social systems unfolded, operated, and were

reproduced. Radcliffe-Brown left little doubt about what so-

cial relations composed the ‘‘elemental family’’—‘‘that be-

tween parent and child, that between children of the same

parents (siblings), and that between the husband and wife as

parents of the same child or children.’’63 All the great and

small societies of Africa, Australia, and the Americas pro-

vided cleardemonstrations for Radcliffe-Brown and his teams

of students of the ‘‘elemental family,’’ a structure so parsi-

monious that just two principles, sex difference and hetero-

sexual descent, provided the minimal dual pairs out of which

all other social differences, such as rank, status, and duty,

could be built. Both principles had to be in existence for a

‘‘family’’ to exist. Thus, the childless heterosexual couple,

and others, fell off the genealogical grid for Radcliffe-Brown

—just as they sometimes do in contemporary land claims in
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Australia, where consanguineous ancestors who did not re-

produce are often left off genealogies for clarity’s sake, and in

contemporarydebates in the United States about homosexual

marriage when proper marriage is based on the reproductive

couple.

In the Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949), dedicated

to Morgan, Claude Lévi-Strauss simultaneously decapitated

the sovereign subject from the logic of kinship and tethered

the advent of marriage to the advent of culture. (In what must

truly be called a footnote, it should be noted that when Lévi-

Strauss was fleeing France in 1941 with André Breton and

others, he stopped at Martinique. There, Breton discovered

and read the first issue of Tropiques, edited by Aime Cesaire.

The revolutionary poetics of Cesaire’s Tropiques would be

something quite different in Lévi-Strauss’s Triste Tropiques.64)

Kinship was no longer a projection out of the deracinated ego,

or out of the elemental family, but out of a deeper structural

semantics of binary exchange. This binary logic determined

not merely the primitive mind, primitive religion, and primi-

tive kinship, but modern versions of the same. Indeed, Lévi-

Strauss transformed the possibility of associating the human

being and the natural being (the state of nature) by arguing

that the human and his kinship structures existed not prior

to but posterior to a law of culture. Humanity and kinship,

culture and nature, emerged as such in the transition marked

by the advent of the first rule of exchange, first announced in

a marriage prohibition, the incest taboo. This rule of rules is

dependent on another: a ‘‘deep polygamous tendency, which

exists in all men,’’ which ‘‘always makes the number of avail-
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able women seem insufficient.’’65 Homosexuality, polyandry,

and wife-swapping were immediately transformed into solu-

tions for the seeming scarcityof women, an illusion created by

the incest prohibition. More social forms and relations fell off

the genealogical grid or were recast as a mere by-product of

its logic, as the atom of kinship and the very nature of culture

emerged as the dialectic of binary exchanges that consisted

of I and thou; man and woman; parent and child; wife-givers

and takers. During national debates over the pacte civil de

solidarité (a civil union open to both heterosexual and homo-

sexual couples) in France, those who wished to deny gays

and lesbians adoption rights relied on structural principles

first proposed by Lévi-Strauss and subsequently elaborated

by Lacanian psychoanalysis (it is notable that Lévi-Strauss re-

fused to testify before the National Assemby on behalf of this

conservative position). Those in favor of the pacte struggled

to rethink the nature of filiation outside this anthropological

history.66

The complexity and controversy of these positions were

critical to the establishment of the discipline of anthropology.

The French schools argued with the British over generality

and comparison. In the United States, a generation squabbled

over whether kinship was a cultural construct or a univer-

sal category. With every new argument, the interior com-

plexity of the intimate event and the genealogical grid in-

tensified. Careers were built or destroyed. New discursive

contours, possibilities, and lines of flight emerged. And, inso-

far as scholars struggled to characterize the essential proper-

ties that determined the applicabilityof the genealogical grid,
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they cast the grid itself into the background. Finally, geneal-

ogyas such became the means by which language and thought

worked.

But debates about the genealogical society were not merely

academic. They crisscrossed governmental bureaucracies,

print publics, and commercial practices. They were truly

international debates. They did not just draw together the

educated classes, but those Europeans living on the mar-

gins of the British Empire. The debates circulated by means

of newspapers, government legislation, court decisions, and

memos to pastoralists, missionaries, and police administra-

tors from the Kakhalins of Siberia to the Aboriginal Australi-

ans to the Pacific Islands and Native North America. And be-

cause people reading these newspapers, facing state officials

and courts, or answering queries from anthropologists had

to conform to their language, not only were the administrat-

ing classes brought into a certain discursive space, so were

those they administered. For instance, Morgan’s ideas circu-

lated first as inquiries to pastoralists, missionaries, and gov-

ernment officials, then as books and pamphlets, and finally as

government policy as administrators in the Soviet Union and

later Maoist China used Engel’s interpretation of them as a

blueprint for managing the transition from feudal to modern

society.67

Four

The two social ends of these struggles over genealogy met

spatially, if not literally, in Manchester in 1945 at the Fifth

Pan-African Congress (the meeting was timed to coincide
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with the Communist-led World Trade Union Meetings).68 At

this meeting the leadership of the Pan-African movement

shifted, Africa-based Africans taking over from their dias-

poric colleagues.With this change came a shift in ideology—

the Pan-African movement stopped focusing on how indirect

rule in Africa could be organized justly to how to install self-

rule in Africa. Manchester was also the site of one of the

most influential, progressive, and left-leaning anthropologi-

cal schools of tribalism.69Max Gluckman, the chairman of the

anthropologydepartment at the University of Manchester, re-

ceived major grants in 1945 from the British Colonial Devel-

opment and Welfare Fund as well as from other organizations

to organize a collaborative and comparative study of tribal

forms in South Africa.

By the time the Fifth Pan-African Congress met, a very

different history of empire, marriage, and tribalism had

emerged to counter the Manichean dualism of the intimate

event and the genealogical society. Take, for example, some

features of debates on interracial marriage within progres-

sive movements in Australia and the United States during the

mid-twentieth century. Members of the Pan-African move-

ment raised very specific kinds of questions about love, gover-

nance, and social deracination. Should race and other forms

of ancestry decide love, labor, and national governance in the

African diaspora? How did colonial powers variously deploy

an ideology of social deracination across the landscape of em-

pire? This latter question was focused in particular on how

the white metropolis was able to exfoliate from its ideological

commitment to wealth and freedom the actual conditions of

colonial totalitarianism, rape, and genocide and how this rep-
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resentation was able to stage this exploitation as civilization,

transforming the act of theft into the generosity of the gift.

For many, a powerful example of this type of ideologicallycon-

servative social deracination was written into the landscape

of Belgium and its capital, Brussels. David Levering Lewis

reflects on how this landscape appeared to W. E. B. Du Bois.

With its outsized public squares, monumental govern-

mental palaces, and florid architecture, the capital had

served as the unnamed city in Heart of Darkness that

always reminded Conrad’s hero of a ‘‘white sepulcher.’’

In novel and in reality, Brussels was headquarters to

one of imperialism’s most malefic cartels, a rapacious

entity using quasi-slave labor to strip an area half the

size of Europe of its seemingly bottomless wealth in

copper, rubber, and ivory. As Du Bois and the others

had to know, the construction of King Leopold’s new

Brussels—the city within the hexagonal belt of sweep-

ing, broad boulevards beyond the ancient center—de-

pended upon the grinding exploitation of the people

and minerals of the Congo.70

Of course, there were important differences among those

participating at the center and periphery of this movement.

In the United States, Du Bois and Marcus Garvey battled over

the meaning and legitimacy of interracial marriage and its

relation to the shape and direction of the international Pan-

African movement.71 For all their personal and ideological in-

tensity, these debates focused on such issues as formal and so-

cial equality and firmly presupposed the colonial origin of the
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problem of the color line—Garvey proposing at one point that

all diasporic Africans return to Africa, Du Bois that Africans

living on the continent and in the diaspora be elevated to the

highest levels of human civilization. For neither of these men

was the color line a national problem. It was not a problem

of the United States that began and ended at its borders, but

an international, colonial problem that stretched the territori-

ality of the United States and Europe into Empire and across

time.72 The legacy of U.S. and European empire tied together

natal and international forms of racialized love, labor, and na-

tional governance.They were tied together because they arose

from (and continue to ramify across) the nervous system of

the liberal diaspora. Over time, the McCarthy purges in the

1950s, including the departures of Paul Robeson and height-

ened scrutinyof C. L. R. James and Du Bois, helped to deflect

the international orientation of the U.S. civil rights move-

ments.73 But by the time the Supreme Court heard Loving

v. Virginia in 1967, a vibrant radical black movement, epito-

mized by the Black Panthers, had reconnected natal racial

oppression and neo-colonialism, this time mainly through the

writings of Frantz Fanon.74The separate ‘‘races’’ had, indeed,

mixed and with them were mixed competing imaginaries and

practices of intimacy and genealogy.

Understanding genealogy as a discipline rather than as a

recognition of the other allows a history, focused on a specific

asymmetry between the intimate event and genealogical so-

ciety, to emerge more clearly.75 The exfoliation of the social

skin in one place is now seen as the demand for the foliation

of the social skin in another place. The self-evident value of
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liberal adult love depends on instantiating as its opposite a

particular kind of illiberal, tribal, customary, and ancestral

love. Where it exercises control over life, these discourses of

the intimate event and the genealogical society do not merely

represent people as located in one or another of these dis-

courses, nor does it merely find them there. It demands that

they occupy a location in the assemblage on the pain of death,

life, and rot.

After all, while Du Bois and Garvey were debating the

virtues of interracial marriage in the United States, in-

digenous men and women were being classified as wards

of the state in large parts of Australia; interracial mar-

riage was prohibited between legallydesignated ‘‘whites’’ and

‘‘blacks’’; and marriages between ‘‘whites’’ and ‘‘half-castes’’

were tightly regulated, all toward the end of ‘‘breeding’’ out

black racial and cultural difference. But in the colonial con-

text, race was inflected by cultural designata—to be a ‘‘real

black’’ was to maintain the appearance of a ‘‘tribal black.’’76

In Australia, as elsewhere in the British Empire, intimate

interracial regulations emerged side-by-side with discourses

of tribal custom. The social valences of custom have changed,

some would say radically, over the course of Australian fed-

eration, moving across state policies of genocide, assimi-

lation, self-determination, reconciliation, and now, ‘‘shared

responsibility agreements.’’ The government’s official propa-

ganda sheet describes these agreements as new arrangements

in indigenous affairs linked to wider indigenous reforms. In

practice, these agreements condition government funding on

behavioral changes within indigenous communities, changes
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focused on labor discipline and cultural uniformity. In the

long run, these agreements are calibrated in such a way as

to create the conditions for the evacuation of rural culturally

sustainable forms of life in so far as these forms of life do not

correspond to the labor market. What has remained across

these shifts in the state and public (e)valuation of indigenous

custom is a sense of the subject of custom and the genealogi-

cal society—the overwhelming sense that individual choice,

mystery, and discovery are determined by social custom or

convention, or by what I am calling a genealogical discourse.

When culture/custom is considered to have positive social or

moral values, then demanding this determination is seen as

merely recognizing facts on the ground.

A good example comes by wayof recent laws of recognition

in settler nations such as Australia and Canada. There, in-

digenous people are granted special legal status on condition

that they show a genealogical relation to their customs and

their bodies. The state and public demand that indigenous

people demonstrate that they come from a lineage associated

with a particular territory and that a cultural genealogy con-

nects their present beliefs, desires, and hopes to the beliefs,

desires, and hopes of their pre-colonial ancestors.77 Unlike in

Loving v. Virginia, where ancestry was ruled out as the legiti-

mate grounds for prohibiting forms of adult marriage, in con-

temporary laws of indigenous cultural recognition a demand

is placed on the subject of cultural rights to demonstrate the

determination of individual choice, mystery, and discovery

by cultural and racial inheritance. The cunning of recogni-

tion, as opposed to the law of recognition, is that, given the
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dense relationship between intimate sovereignty and liberal

humanism, the demand that indigenous people demonstrate

their rule by custom within the field of racial difference is also

a practice of dehumanization. Dehumanization is the price

they must pay for even the most remedial forms of recogni-

tion. In short, they are presented with a mirror that is actu-

ally a double-bind—either love through liberal ideals of self-

sovereignty and de-culture yourself, or love according to the

fantasy of the unchanging dictates of your tradition and de-

humanize yourself.

Courts and publics have come to accept the fact that in-

digenous subjects are not frozen in time and that, as a re-

sult, some degree of change will always exist between present

indigenous people and their long deceased relatives. Accept-

ing a small degree of difference between indigenous pasts

and presents is held up as demonstrable proof of the tol-

erant attitude of multicultural recognition, of the enlight-

ened law’s good will. And so we should not lose sight of

the fact that diversifying the content of a demand does not

negate the demand itself. Nor should we lose sight of the

fact that in demanding that indigenous subjects place them-

selves under a genealogical inheritance, the state and pub-

lic are also demanding that indigenous people dehuman-

ize themselves relative to a discourse of intimate freedom

and self-elaboration. The emergence of the discourse of rule

by culture goes hand-in-hand with its disciplinary opposite,

the ‘‘liquidation of tradition and its substitution by a ‘cul-

ture of indifference’ and ‘restlessness’ that nourishes ‘self-

stylization,’ ’’ as Achille Mbembe has put it.78 Discourses of
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cultural retention and loss and cultural recognition and de-

mocratization are key means through which the uglier aspects

of liberal empire are exfoliated.

These juridically organized demands, and the disciplinary

discourses of cultural retention and loss that they lean on,

have little to do with the actual experience and experiments

of life within the liberal diaspora. There, cultural loss and re-

tention are not the only relevant values in play—and rarely

the most immediate. They are displaced by the dynamics of

social elaboration and contestation, values with very different

logics from the law of recognition. Discourses of the intimate

event and the genealogical society function as genres that

make sense—make sense of and make matter into sense—of

the long history of liberal dominance even as they are con-

tested. The fact that the Pan-African Congress met in Man-

chester the same year that the anthropology department of

the University of Manchester received funding to study trib-

alism in Africa suggests the entanglement of these practices

and imaginaries of the self in empire.

This meeting reminds us that the enclosure of empire into

the genealogical grid occurred alongside the struggle of new

social groups to reinsert themselves into the family order and

the struggle of the colonial world not to be enclosed within

tribalism or not within tribalism like that. It would be wrong

to say that Europeans simply juxtaposed or imposed their way

of life on colonized people. The genealogical matrix laid into

the social life of colonized people is not simply a wrong de-

scription. That would be simple enough to denounce, to turn

away from. Instead genealogical discourses, like intimacy, are
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diagonal to local worlds, slightly off center, a sort of funhouse

mirror of the self and its social world.

This struggle to define collectivities in languages and prac-

tices other than the dialectic of the intimate event and the

genealogical society was not merely an indigenous struggle,

nor was it merely a struggle within settler colonies. Take for

instance, kinship and friendship as Fanon posed them in his

difficult essay, ‘‘Concerning Violence.’’ Less than one-third of

the way into this essay, Fanon posits what a ‘‘genuine eradi-

cation’’ of the colonial order would consist of after a ‘‘real

struggle for freedom’’ had taken place. ‘‘Individualism is the

first to disappear,’’ Fanon argues, describing what he means

by individualism—‘‘the idea of a society of individuals where

each person shuts himself up in his own subjectivity.’’79 This

disappearance responds to a social and a philosophical field—

to the Algerian struggle as well as to the existential struggle

described byde Beauvoir: if man is once enclosed within him-

self, how can he get out?80 Fanon’s answer on both fronts is

equally, if deceptively, clear. ‘‘The very form of organization

of the struggle will suggest [to the native intellectual] a dif-

ferent vocabulary. Brother, sister, friend—.’’81 These forms

remind the native intellectual of the positivities of social em-

beddedness and mutual obligation. Lest he be mistaken as

an anthropologist of naïve communalism, Fanon insists that

‘‘self-criticism’’ and ‘‘analysis’’ are immanent in and to the

relational terms he evokes.82 If group criticism is not to degen-

erate into a form of social subjection, how might an orienta-

tion to a critical social embeddedness solve the problem of the

individual’s self-encasement without triggering the specter of
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his or her oppression? Put another way, why doesn’t a real

struggle for freedom oppose social re-absorption? If I am ir-

reducibly in, of, and through my sister, what of my freedom?

Brother, sister, friend: Such an unobtrusive series of social

addresses. And yet the hail of a friend is in this assemblage

a form of stranger sociality made intimate. To be a friend

is to go beyond kinship into a self-reflexive, chosen relation.

Friendship opens kinship into a relation between individuals,

into a variant of intimate love. We say, she is not simply my

sister, she is more: she is my best friend.Yet the exit from kin-

ship as the condition of becoming a friend is exactly the kind

of work discourses of the intimate event and the genealogi-

cal society do, inserting European history into an indigenous

social imaginary. It inserts a difference where none existed be-

fore. It is not that indigenous worlds had no term analogous

to friend or had nothing that could be called intimacy, but this

local kind of intimacy may well be derived from an intensifi-

cation of kinship rather than its negation. Aboriginal friends

of mine indicate the closeness of their kin by intensifying the

social relation, saying they are ‘‘sister-sister,’’ rather than by

negating it.

In other words, African theorists such as Fanon and

Kwame Nkrumah, and more contemporary writers such as

Anthony Appiah, as well as Indian and Australian scholars

and activists, were not merely encouraging a clash between

European commitments to contractually based mutual bene-

fit and pre-colonial commitments to dependent reciprocal re-

lations—the one based on the intimate event and the other

on the genealogical society. They were also struggling to pull
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a way of being out of the grip of the Western dialectic of

individualism and tribalism, contract and status. They in-

sisted that this dialectic of individual freedom and social de-

termination was Europe’s history of itself and its brutal ex-

ploitation of the colonial world, rather than History, rather

than pre-colonial history.These debates were inflected locally

by the different social contexts within the uneven terrain of

the colonial landscape—in great transnational debates over

Negritude, Consciencism, the African Way, the Red Power

movement, and indigenous rights movements.83 As the rule

of difference became a colonial-wide method of governance, it

was diversified by a range of national and international social

struggles having nothing to do with the colonies per se as well

as by social stances toward the meaning and sources of the

genealogical. For instance, in The Devil’s Handwriting, George

Steinmetz demonstrates how the heterogeneity of the rule

of difference in the German colonies reflected and affected

struggles for power at home.84These debates were pulled into

how colonized and colonizers, settlers and indigenous, came

to think about themselves and to think.85

In the wake of these disseminated histories, numerous in-

ternational women’s conferences and ngos have tried to ex-

tract questions of family, culture, and self from the stifling

dialectic of Occidental freedom and Oriental bondage. The

struggle against this dialectic continues to be reflected with

great subtlety by contemporary African writers and politi-

cians, such as Nuruddin Farah in his recent novel Links and

a host of Iranian film directors, who in recent films such as

‘‘Leila,’’ ‘‘The Cow,’’ ‘‘The Hidden Half,’’ and ‘‘Two Women’’
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have explored the dynamic of the self, kinship, and desire

from the point of view of Islamic piety. But the very fact of

these long-standing efforts to pull local histories out of the

grip of the dialectic of autology and genealogy suggests the

deep insinuation of this dialectic in the South as well as in

the North. These Iranian films remind us once again that the

great colonial anthropological discourses of self and custom,

reason and passion, emerged from an even older set of dis-

courses about the dissolute unfreedom of the Islamic Other.86

The multiple trajectories of the intimate event, the gene-

alogical society, and the carnalities on which they depend

within any regime of power and knowledge seem to be pre-

cisely what Foucault was trying to work out in his late essays.

I have always been somewhat confused by a claim he made

in one of his late interviews that people were not disturbed

by the fact that a man wanted to be in another man’s ass,

but by the fact that he wanted to be in another man’s life.

Surely this is wrong. Surely this contradicts everything I have

just written. What could be troubling about affection, ten-

derness, friendship, fidelity, camaraderie, and companion-

ship between men and between women who also, even often,

have sex with one another? Surely my neighbors are more at

ease with me if they can reflect on my deep and abiding love

for my female lover than if they are simply confronted with

the frequency and form of our sex lives? Doesn’t my love for

her humanize me irrespective of our sexual difference? Isn’t

that why a strand of the contemporary gay and lesbian rights

movement in the United States argues loudly that we feel love

just like anyone else—in twos not threes—not anonymous
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groups, that our capacity to be struck by the intimate event

makes us human, makes my family a human family, worthy

of tolerance, even respect, even though in many states in the

United States and in many nation-states across the world we

are precisely against the law? I think this is why my mother

said to me that if I had to have sex ‘‘that way’’ she hoped I

would at least find love and settle down with one person. The

couplet of the intimate event and humanity seems even more

secure if by ‘‘people’’ I take Foucault to have meant not my

or anyone’s specific mother, not men as opposed to women,

but the fabric of modern humanist discourse—that modern

humanist discourse is upset more by gay men wishing to be

in each other’s lives than up their asses. And so my dilemma:

Foucault sensed that human being is tied tightly to our ca-

pacity to be intimate with each other, and yet he insisted that

homosexual love upset people more than homosexual sex.

Yet the mystery vanishes if I remember that Foucault was

writing in the late 1970s and early 1980s, when the publicity

of the carnal regimes of gay sex was cutting raggedly across

an advancing, increasingly humanist, politics of a gay libera-

tion. He was listening to a particular strain of this liberation

front, whose form of refusal would have greatly interested

him. Foucault continually rejected the discursive oppositions

that history presented him—reason and madness, truth and

falsity—seeing them as systems of exclusion, as methods of

disciplining subjects and distributing properties across popu-

lations, rather than as contradictions. What Foucault was

hearing, seeing, and tasting in the gay life he saw was not the

choice between sex and love, but the refusal of the choice that

234



the assemblage of sexuality I have outlined above presented

to him.Which will you have, stranger promiscuity (carnality)

or intimate love? What, by contrast, might the practices of,

say, an intimate promiscuity be? What new forms of freedom

would be attached to such a thing? What if sexual promis-

cuity were seen as the best means toward an intimate end

rather than what gets in the way of intimacy? Experiment-

ing with new relationships between anonymous sex and inti-

mate friendship would indeed upset the fabric of humanist

discourse because it cut diagonally across carnality and inti-

macy, it refused their constitutive differences, or made use

of them to increase the frisson of a sexual encounter and an

intimate bed.

Here I might repeat what I noted in the introduction: if

the history of the colonies is a fold of the history of Europe,

the history of Europe is no less a fold of the colonial world.

In short, for Europeans, tribalism and other genealogical dis-

courses ramified at home and away, recalibrating the possi-

bilities, aspirations, repugnance, and anxieties of Europeans

as well as Africans, Melanesians, indigenous Australians, and

South Asians. Several of these ramifications are worth men-

tioning. First, the projection of the elementary family into

the state of colonial society, as if it were the state of nature,

powerfully constituted and conserved sexual difference and

heterosexual reproduction as the sine qua non of human cul-

ture. Tribalism and its cognate discourses—clan and caste—

recalibrated epistemological and deontological foundations

of Europe’s own genealogical systems. If the real family was

the restricted family of Morgan, Rivers, Radcliffe-Brown,
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Lévi-Strauss, and all others were primitive accumulations or

evolutionary pathways, this normative frame held as tightly

for Europeans as for anyone else. Second, the anxiety over

the maintenance of a distinction between the intimate event

and the genealogical society as a key way of differentiating

Western and non-Western civilization inflected the notion of

culture with the quality of hysteria. Durkheim and Mauss

would report the special quality of primitive cultural hyste-

ria.87But as all societies came to be seen to have a culture and

a metalanguage of that culture, soon modern subjects were

as caught in cultural inheritance as their pre-modern projec-

tions. The state of European dependency became a problem

in part because it eliminated the difference between home

and away. The more scholars tried to free the modern sub-

ject from inheritance and from the state of nature-empire, the

more theydragged inheritance deeper into the body—uncon-

scious, habitus, doxa. As Deleuze and Guattari have noted,

Europeans became absorbed in genealogical trees from kin-

ship to cognition, from the evolution of species to the gram-

mar of language.88 The real difference between the West and

the rest no longer lay in Morgan’s famous descriptive and clas-

sificatory distinctions, but in the stance people took in rela-

tion to their capture by culture. The liberal difference may be

little more than an agitated reflexivity, a worry, and an anxiety

of influence. In short, in the wake of the law of genealogy, he

may find himself neither fully free nor fully constrained, but

instead forced to focus his gaze over his shoulder as he gazes

simultaneously into the deep recesses of his soul.
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