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QUEER TEMPORALITY AND POSTMODERN GEOGRAPHIES 

domination" (Pile 1997, 13). But while Harvey, like Soja and Jameson, can be 
counted on at least to nod to the racialization and gendering of postmodern 
space, also like Soja and Jameson, he has nothing to say about sexuality and 
space. Both Soja and Harvey claim that it was Foucault's interviews on space 
and published lecture notes on "heterotopia" that, as Soja puts it, created the 
conditions for a postmodern geography. The Foucault who inspires the post
modern Marxist geographers is clearly the Foucault of Discipline and Punish, 

but not that of The History of Sexuality. Indeed, Harvey misses several obvious 
opportunities to discuss the naturalization of time and space in relation to 
sexuality. Reproductive time and family time are, above all, heteronormative 
time/space constructs. But while Harvey hints at the gender politics of these 
forms of time/space, he does not mention the possibility that all kinds of 
people, especially in postmodernity, will and do opt to live outside of repro
ductive and familial time as well as on the edges of logics of labor and pro
duction. By doing so, they also often live outside the logic of capital accu
mulation: here we could consider ravers, club kids, HIV-positive barebackers, 
rent boys, sex workers, homeless people, drug dealers, and the unemployed. 
Perhaps such people could productively be called "queer subjects" in terms 
of the ways they live (deliberately, accidentally, or of necessity) during the 
hours when others sleep and in the spaces (physical, metaphysical, and eco
nomic) that others have abandoned, and in terms of the ways they might 
work in the domains that other people assign to privacy and family. Finally, 
as I will trace in this book, for some queer subjects, time and space are limned 
by risks they are willing to take: the transgender person who risks his life by 
passing in a small town, the subcultural musicians who risk their livelihoods 
by immersing themselves in nonlucrative practices, the queer performers 
who destabilize the normative values that make everyone else feel safe and 
secure; but also those people who live without financial safety nets, without 
homes, without steady jobs, outside the organizations of time and space that 
have been established for the purposes of protecting the rich few from every

one else. 
Using the Foucault of The History of Sexuality, we can return to the con

cepts of time that Harvey takes for granted and expose their hidden but im
plicit logics (Foucault 1986). Stephen M. Barber and David L. Clark, in their 
introduction to a book of essays on Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, present perhaps 
the most compelling reading to date of a queer temporality that emerges 
from Foucault's formulation of modernity as "an attitude rather than as ape
riod of history" (Barber 2002, 304). Barber and Clark locate Foucault's com-
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ments on modernity alongside Sedgwick's comments on queerness in order 
to define queerness as a temporality-"a 'moment,' it is also then a force; or 
rather it is a crossing of temporality with force" (8). In Sedgwick, Barber and 
Clark identify an elaboration of the relation between temporality and writ
ing; in Foucault, they find a model for the relation between temporality and 
ways of being. They summarize these currents in terms of a "moment," a 
"persistent present," or "a queer temporality that is at once indefinite and 
virtual but also forceful, resilient, and undeniable" (2). It is this model of 
time, the model that emerges between Foucault and Sedgwick, that is lost to 
and overlooked by Marxist geographers for whom the past represents the 
logic for the present, and the future represents the fruition of this logic. 

Postmodern geography, indeed, has built on Foucault's speculative but 
powerful essay on heterotopia and on Foucault's claim in this essay that "the 
present epoch will be above all an epoch of space" (Foucault 1986, 22). Based 
on this insight, Soja and Harvey argue that critical theory has privileged 
time/history over space/geography with many different implications. But for 
both Harvey in The Condition of Postmodemity and Jameson in "The Cultural 
Logic of Postmodernism," postmodernism is a strange and even bewildering 
confusion of time and space where history has lost its (materialist) meaning, 
time has become a perpetual present, and space has flattened out in the face 
of creeping globalization. Both theorists evince a palpable nostalgia for mod
ernism with its apparent oppositional logics and its clear articulations of 
both alienation and revolution; and both theorists oppose the politics of the 
local within 11 an epoch of space" to the politics of the global-a global capi
talism opposed by some kind of utopian global socialism, and no politics 
outside this framework registers as meaningful. Predictably, then, the "local" 
for postmodern geographers becomes the debased term in the binary, and 
their focus on the global, the abstract, and even the universal is opposed to 
the local with its associations with the concrete, the specific, the narrow, the 
empirical, and even the bodily. As Tsing puts it, the local becomes just a 
"stopping place for the global" in Marxist accounts, and all too often the 
local repr~sents place, while the global represents circulation, travel, and mi
gration. By refusing to set local/global up in a dialectical relation, Tsing al
lows for a logic of diversity: diverse locals, globals, capitalisms, temporalities 
(Tsing 2002). 

Stuart Hall also reminds us in his essay on "The Global and the Local" that 
"the more we understand about the development of Capital itself, the more 
we understand that it is only part of the stoey" (Hall 1997). And as Doreen 































































UNLOSING BRANDON 

crafted for himself despite overwhelming odds, are themselves violent at
tempts to reassert the primacy of even a damaged and mutilating male mas
culinity over and above the simulated, but pleasurable transgender mas
culinity that Brandon created. This pleasurable masculinity was character
ized by most of the women who went out with him as tender, romantic, 
caring, and above all generous. Everyone depicted him as a man who loved 
to give and asked for nothing in return. This spirit of generosity, even where 
the generosity was funded by someone else's credit card, should be read as 
the economy of a radical form of manhood that Brandon pioneered. While 
Brandon's crimes of forgery and embezzlement have been held up as evi
dence of the pathological and indeed illegal nature of all of Brandon's so
called impersonations, such prognostications refuse to acknowledge the 
power of the forgery, the endless generosity of the Robin Hood figure who 
transfers wealth and currency from one place of abundance to another place 
of need. 

The word counterfeit has been used against passing women long before 
anyone had heard of Brandon. For example, in a book called Counterfeit 

Ladies, Janet Todd and Elizabeth Spearing edit the life histories of two women 
who took liberties with their womanhood in the seventeenth century (Todd 
1994). These two women, Mary Frith (Moll Cutpurse) and Mary Carleton (a 
German princess) both trespassed beyond the boundaries of accepted femi
nine behavior, but they did so in different ways. While Carleton's crime was 
one of impersonating nobility in order to seduce a rich husband, Frith's 
crime was that she wore male clothing, engaged in masculine activities, and 
pursued a career in embezzlement of one kind or another. Obviously, the 
term counterfeit in relation to each of these historical figures conjures up the 
combination of impersonation and theft. Carleton uses class impersonation 
to find her way to a wealthy marriage, but Frith uses male impersonation to 
make her own money. The idea of counterfeiting, then, both reduces male 
impersonation to an economic opportunity and collapses it into the phe
nomenon of social climbing. In other words, if male impersonation can be 
safely explained in terms of economic advantage, then the gender crisis it 
also names can be avoided. 

Rather than reduce male impersonation to a form of counterfeiting, I 
think we can read an economics of impersonation into both historical and 
contemporary acts of gender passing. There are ultimately few material gains 
to be garnered from the kind of passing performances perpetrated by Bran-, 
don and his historical antecedents; but the act of passing does damage the 
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investments made in conventional gender, sexuality, and domesticity. As a 
wooden nickel passing as silver, a Brandon Teena throws into doubt the value 
of conventional currency and also shows how easy it is to circumvent the 
monetary system altogether. In a controversial commentary on the meaning 
of ~randon's gender act that appeared in the Village Voice soon after the mur
ders became public, lesbian journalist Donna Minkowitz attempted to read 
Brandon's complex economy of gender and desire. Minkowitz harshly 
judged Brandon as a selfish con artist who had to leave Lincoln, Nebraska, 
because his debts were in danger of catching up with him. Minkowitz ends 
her problematic account of the case with the following judgment: "Brandon 
had to go to Humboldt because everyone who loved her [sic] in Lincoln was 
finally too infuriated with her, whether she'd stolen their love or taken the 
money they needed to live" (Minkowitz 1994, 30). Brandon traded in love 
and desire; he gave love and attention to the girls he dated, and sometimes 
took money in return or sometimes asked for nothing. But his bad checks, fi
nancial tricks, and forgeries do not add up to cheap love in impoverished cir
cumstances. Unlike the men he exposes, Brandon gave something of worth 
in exchange for the money he took, and because his attentions to the girls 
were worth more to them than credit cards and money in the bank, he 
earned the undying hate of the men he supplanted. 

The Unlost 

The stories of Brandon Teena and Billy Tipton, their own stories, the stories 
that are told about them, and the stories that the people around them pro
duce, help to conclude several outmoded narratives about gender and em
bodiment in the United States at the end of the twentieth century. Neither 
Brandon nor Billy comfortably fit into the sexological categories of inversion 
from the early twentieth century, but neither do they represent new trans
sexual discourses involving bodily transformations. Brandon and Billy have 
little to do with modern gay and lesbian identities, nor are they indicative of 
future renderings of gender, class, and embodiment. Perhaps they are the un
resolved tales of gender variance that will follow us from the twentieth to the 
twenty-first century, not resolved, not neat, not understood. Perhaps the 
only way to honor the memories of Teena and Tipton is to remember them 
as they wish to be remembered: not as heroes or demons but as examples of 
what Gordon calls in Ghostly Matter "complex personhood." At the very 
least, Gordon tells us, "complex personhood is about conferring the respect 















THE TRANSGENDER LOOK 

transvestism-a cross-dressed look that allows the female spectator to imag
ine momentarily that she has the same access to power as the male viewer. 
The problem with the cinematic theory of masquerade, of course, is that it 
requires no real understanding of transvestism and of the meaning of male 
transvestism in particular. Mary Ann Doane, for example, in "Film and the 
Masquerade," simply theorizes all female subject positions as masquerade, 
and makes no particular distinction between a cross-dressing masquerade 
and a hyperfeminine one (Doane 1990). In doing so, she misses the queer di
mension of the masquerade. In a trenchant critique of Doane, Chris Straayer 
in Deviant Eyes, Deviant Bodies has described the appeal of the "temporary 
transvestite film" for mainstream viewers, and she claims that the popularity 
of these films has to do with "the appeasement of basic contradictions 
through a common fantasy of over-throwing gender constructions without 
challenging sexual difference. 113 But what happens when the transvestite nar
rative is not temporary, and when gender constructions are overthrown and 
sexual difference is shaken to its very foundations? 

In the classic Hollywood film text, the camera looks from one 
position/character and then returns the gaze from another position/charac
ter, thereby suturing the viewer to a usually male gaze and simultaneously 
covering over what the viewer cannot see. This dynamic of looking is called 
shot/reverse shot and it occupies a central position within cinematic gram
mar. The shot/reverse shot mode allows for the stability of narrative progres
sion, ensures a developmental logic, and allows the viewers to insert them
selves into the filmic world by imagining that their access to the characters is 
unmediated. The dismantling of the shot/reverse shot can be identified as the 
central cinematic tactic in Boys Don't Cry. In her stylish adaptation of the true
to-life story of Brandon, director Peirce self-consciously constructs what can 
only be called a transgender look. Boys Don't Cry establishes the legitimacy 
and the durability of Brandon's gender not simply by telling the tragic tale of 
his death by murder but by forcing spectators to adopt, if only provisionally, 
Brandon's gaze, a transgender look.4 The transgender look in this film reveals 
the ideological content of the male and female gazes, and it disarms, tem
porarily, the compulsory heterosexuality of the romance genre. Brandon's 
gaze, obviously, dies with him in the film's brutal conclusion, but Peirce, per
haps prematurely, abandons the transgender look in the final intimate en
counter between Lana and Brandon. Peirce's inability to sustain a transgen
der look opens up a set of questions about the inevitability and dominance 
of both the male/female and hetero/homo .. binary in narrative cinema. 
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One remarkable scene, about halfway through the film, clearly fore
grounds the power of the transgender look, making it most visible precisely 
where and when it is most threatened. In a scary and nerve-racking sequence 
of events, Brandon finds himself cornered at Lana's house. John and Tom 
have forced Candace to tell them that Brandon has been charged by the po
lice with writing bad checks and that he has been imprisoned as a woman. 

, John and Tom now hunt Brandon, like hounds after a fox, and then they 
begin a long and excruciating interrogation of Brandon's gender identity. 
Lana protects Brandon at first by saying that she will examine him and de
termine whether he is a man or a woman. Lana and Brandon enter Lana's 
bedroom, where Lana refuses to look as Brandon unbuckles his pants, telling 
him, "Don't .... I know you're a guy. 11 As they sit on the bed together, the 
camera now follows Lana's gaze out into the night sky, a utopian vision of an 
elsewhere into which she and Brandon long to escape. This is one of several 
fantasy shots in an otherwise wholly realistic film; Peirce threads these shots 
in which time speeds up or slows down through the film, creating an imag
istic counternarrative to the story of Brandon's decline. 

As Brandon and Lana sit in Lana's bedroom imagining an elsewhere that 
would save them from the impoverished reality they inhabit, the camera cuts 
back abruptly to "reality" and a still two-shot of Brandon in profile and Lana 
behind him. As they discuss their next move, the camera draws back slowly 
and makes a seamless transition to place them in the living room in front of 
the posse of bullies. This quiet interlude in Lana's bedroom establishes the fe
male gaze, Lana's gaze, as a willingness to see what is not there (a condition 

' of all fantasy), but also as a refusal to privilege the literal over the figurative 
(Brandon's genitalia over Brandon's gender presentation). The female gaze, 
in this scene, makes possible an alternative vision of time, space, and em
bodiment. Time slows down while the couple linger in the sanctuary of 
Lana's private world, her bedroom; the bedroom itself becomes an other
worldly space framed by the big night sky, and containing the perverse vi
sion of a girl and her queer boy lover; and the body of Brandon is preserved 
as male, for now, by Lana's refusal to dismantle its fragile power with the 
scrutinizing gaze of science and "truth." That Lana's room morphs seam
lessly into the living room at the end of this scene, alerts the viewer to the 
possibility that an alternative vision will subtend and undermine the chill
ing enforcement of normativity that follows. 

Back in the living room-the primary domestic space of the family
events take an abrupt turn toward the tragic. Brandon is shoved now into the 
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De Niro's taxi driver, muttering "you looking at me" as he pointed a 
loaded gun at his own mirror image, is a vigilante loner, a man turned inward 
and lost to the city he skims across in his yellow cab. But while De Niro's 
character accidentally hits a vein of humor with his mohawked "fuck you," 
Shy and Valentine deliberately ride butch humor rather than macho 
vengeance into the sunset. If the vigilante wants to remake the world in his 
image, the queer outlaws of By Hook or by Crook are content to imagine a 
world of their own making. When asked about the title of the film, Silas 
Howard responded: "The title refers to what is involved in inventing your 
own world-when you don't see anything that represents you out there, 
how can you seize upon that absence as an opportunity to make something 
out of nothing, by hook or by crook. We take gender ambiguity, for example, 
and we don't explain it, dilute it or apologize for it-we represent it for what 
it is-something confusing and lovely!" 

The recent explosion of transgender films forces us to consider what the 
spectacle of the transgender body represents to multiple audiences. For some 
audiences, the transgender body confirms a fantasy of fluidity so common to 
notions of transformation within the postmodern. To others, the transgen
der body confirms the enduring power of the binary gender system. But to 
still other viewers, the transgender body represents a utopian vision of a 
world of subcultural possibilities. Representations of transgenderism in re
cent queer cinema have moved from a tricky narrative device designed to 
catch an unsuspecting audience off guard to truly independent productions 
within which_ gender ambiguity is not a trap or a device but part of the pro
duction of new forms of heroism, vulnerability, visibility, and embodiment. 
The centrality of the figure of Brandon in this drama of postmodern embod
iment suggests, as I argued in chapter 2, that we have a hard time thinking 
of seismic shifts in the history of representations separate from individual 
stories of transformation. The hopes and fears that have been projected onto 
the slim and violated body of one transgender loner in small-town Nebraska 
make clear the flaws of "representative history," and call for the kind of 
shared vision that we see in By Hook or by Crook-a vision of community, pos
sibility, and redemption through collaboration. 

"J"echnotopias 

Representing Transgender Bodies in Contemporary Art 

For visual culture, visibility is not so simple. Its object of study is precisely 

the entities that come into being at the points of intersection of visibility 

with social power, that is to say, visuality. 

-Nick Mirzoeff, "The Subject of Visual Culture" 

Contemporary images of gender-ambiguous bodies by artists like Del La
Grace Volcano, Linda Besemer, and Jenny Saville, when considered in con
junction with the surprising success of the transgender film Boys Don't Cry 
and the subcultural popularity of By Hook or by Crook, imply that the trans
gender body represents something particular about the historical moment 
within which it suddenly and spectacularly becomes visible. While the trans
gender body has been theorized as an in-between body, and as the place of 
the medical and scientific construction of gender, when it comes time topic
ture the transgender body in the flesh, it nearly always emerges as a trans
sexual body. In the images I consider here, the transgender body is not re
ducible to the transsexual body, and it retains the marks of its own ambigu
ity and ambivalence. If the transsexual body has been deliberately 
reorganized in order to invite certain gazes and shut down others, the trans
gender body performs self as gesture not as will, as possibility not as proba
bility, as a relation-a wink, a handshake and as an effect of deliberate mis
recognition. 

In one particularly stunning example of the representation of transgender 
hybridity by way of faux collage, JA Nicholls's paintings imagine transgen
derism in the form of conglomerate creatures who emerge from the paint it
self. In a painting titled in another place, for example, the body is postmodern 
surface, the very gesture of representation, and it struggles to emerge from 
the canvas enclosing its form. in another place splits the body into two non
complementary forms, each one in motion on the road to "another place." 
Each figure stands on his or her own path, in his or her own place, and the 
two exchange a look that can never arrive. The roads that frame each hybrid 
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born and their monstrosity finds expression in echoing the parts of the 
human (uniqueness, individuality) that humans most fear to lose through 
technological innovation. The SymbioticA group also creates other mon
strous entities through tissue engineering: for example, it grows "unneces
sary" animal organs such as pig wings, and is working on a project called wet
ware that merges material grown from fish neurons (wetware) with software 
and hardware devices. The unpredictability of the behavior of the semi-liv
ing objects and the potential relationships that we may form with them, 
through them, and to them creates a living workshop of bodily mutation and 
affective adaptation. 

The technotopic potential of the semi-living objects has to do with the 
function and meaning of neo-organs and body bits once they are removed 
from the frame of the human body. Lifted from this frame, the body bits take 
on different meaning-while the worry dolls retain a human resemblance, 
their liveliness resides less in their replication of human form and more in 
their ability to mimic fleshly processes of decay. We are more used to think
ing of mutation as a process that alters the whole body. Transgender pho
tographer Volcano captures both whole body mutation and neo-organ 
growth in his work. Generally speaking, Volcano explores the contours and 
erotics of what he calls "sublime mutation" by glorifying bodies and body 
parts that might otherwise be read as freakish or ugly. His photographs of 
drag kings and female-to-male transsexuals as well as his self-portraits over 
the last fifteen years make use of the body as a canvas for spectacular and 
often highly aestheticized gender transformations. In his collection Trans
genital Landscapes, however, Volcano specifically focuses on the technotopic 
project of lovingly fetishizing the testosterone-enhanced clits, the "dick-lits," 
of FTMs daring the viewer to laugh at or reject the hormonally managed gen
italia. Here, a neo-organ is literally grown onto the body and then isolated 
and eroticized by the photographer, who endows the neo-organ with erotic 
meaning and creates new gender associations through it. 

In other work in Sublime Mutations under the heading of "Gender Op
tional," Volcano performs what Prosser has cleverly called a cross between 
photography and autobiography: "ph/autography" (Prosser 2000; Volcano 
2000). In this series, Volcano leaps from one creation to another, morphing 
from the sexy Delboy, to an older balding man, and finally to an "androskin" 
clone. As "Balding Del," Volcano looks sinister, gray, and oddly sick. This 
photograph belies the myth of testosterone as the wonder drug that imparts 
sexual energy and new life to the female-to-male transsexual. Here, the 
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testosterone has worked its magic only into a male balding pattern, and the 
slight sneer on the mutant man's face hints at the "side effects" of becoming 
male and the new pattern of decay produced through gender transition. 
Reading Del's mutational self-portraits in relation to the Tissue Culture and 
Art Project, we can reconceptualize the relations between various historically 
located selves in terms of the ever mutating relations between the polymers 
and the tissue that we saw in the worry dolls series. Self, in both cases, is a 
dance of decay and growth. In "Androskin," gender markers are literally re
moved from the flesh as a platinum head leaps out from a checked back
ground and returns the gaze with a fearful intensity. While "Androskin" re
fuses to suggest maleness or femaleness in any explicit way, it is not beyond 
gender or genderless but it does conjure the awful image of the clone that 
haunted the SymbioticA group's experiments with reproduction. The clone 
threatens the viewer with the terrifying possibility of reproduction without 
difference, the replication of the same, the creation of stasis. 

In the same book, Sublime Mutations, that houses his transgender self-por
traits, Volcano explores the multiple mutations of a wide range of transsub
jectivities from what are now being called "transsensual femmes" (women 
who desire trans bodies) to "lesbian boys" and "hermaphrodykes." At the 
end of the book in a section titled "Simo 2000," Volcano photographs a 
butch who has appeared many times with Volcano in his earlier work as his 
hermaphrodyke double (Volcano 2000). Simo, in her solo portraits, bares a 
body twisted by intense scarring, the aftermath of a brutal accident. While 
the Transgenital Landscapes series shows bodies that have morphed elegantly, 

' almost seamlessly, from female to male, bodies budding micropenises, bod
ies with neat surgically constructed chests, Simo's torso is contorted and 
twisted, a turbulent field of trauma, and it appears transformed by its new 
features, at once new and old. Simo emphasizes her own sense of Baconian 
grotesqueness in this shot by pulling her face away from the camera with her 
own hand, marking the ways in which her body has been knocked off its 
pivot. In another shot, a fetishizing close-up of the scarred belly, a line of 
sewn flesh proceeds around a distorted navel. The navel sits now atop the dis
tended belly like a new genital, far more compelling, in many ways, than the 
micropenises-a rude protuberance that in no way mimics the phallus, but 
that marks this body as literally an assemblage, a rough draft, or skin and tis
sue pulled together around a literally de-centered self. It is in these portraits 
more than any others in Sublime Mutations that the transgender body ap
proaches sublimity. 














































































































