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Boys as awkward and glamorous girls, girls as macho and very swishy boys, black boysin
whiteface in girls clothes: “identity bending,” akey Modernist trope since at least Marcel
Duchamp (and a perennial staple of the cabaret and performance scenes), seemsto be enjoying a
renaissance of sortsin the gallery world. From Matthew Barney's bride stripped bare to revea a
gym-pumped, decidedly “male” physique, to Chuck Nanney's less-than-vigilant self-
transformations (he looks like a Rocky Mountain logger in a shift from Sears), to Lyle Ashton
Harris' seductive gender/race drag, to the decidedly fey personas of goatee- and sideburn-
sporting demimonde-denizen Ambrose Pierce (also known as Trash), arange of exhilarating
instabilities are being mapped in the current proliferation of cross-dressing, transvestism, and
cross-gender identifications Informed by diverse strands of critical theory, political militancy,
and pop-cultural investigations, these playful explorations of identity and desire reflect the
widespread reinterpretation of the relations between sexuality, power, and Identity that has
occurred over the past decade.

Key to this broader discussion is the work of Judith Butler. A philosopher by training,
Butler isaprofessor at the Humanities Center of Johns Hopkins University, though if the
footnotes she has chalked up in this publication alone are any indication, she is one of those rare
academics whose work is making ripples well beyond the confines of the Ivory tower. Since the
publication of her book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of | dentity in 1990,
Butler's work has become synonymous with a new wave of feminist theory that questionsrigid
dichotomies of gender. Challenging the core assumptions of Identity politics, including the very
notions of sexual identity upon which gay-liberationist projects have historically been based.
Working through texts by a host of major 20th-century figures—Sigmund Freud, Jacques L acan,
Michel Foucault. Simone de Beauvoir, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva—Butler rigorously
interrogates the necessity of fixed, immutable gender identities. Examining drag, butch/femme
relations, cross-dressing, and transsexuality as practices of parodic repetition and imitation that
challenge the hegemonic heterosexual regime, opening it to possible subversion, resistance, and
resignification, she at the same time cautions against understanding the realm of fantasy and
representation as “adomain of psychic free play,” unencumbered by relations of social power.

We asked Liz Kotz, a New Y ork-based writer and regular contributor to Artforum with
her ear decidedly to the ground where queer cultural practices are concerned, to visit Butler at
her home in Baltimore and report back to us. To accompany the text, we assembled images of
work by a handful of contemporary artists, not by way of illustration but rather as avisual
supplement. In the wide-ranging discussion that follows, Butler addresses a range of issues,
including her initial involvement and eventual dissatisfaction with identity-based feminisms
caught in the implicit bind of exposing men's oppression of women without challenging essential
“masculine” and “feminine” identities. Cautioning against the obliteration of “the ethical
distinctions between fantasy, representation, and action,” she decries the policing of desire by
antiporn feminists like Andrea Dworkin. Considering not only the abuses but the uses of
pornography, Butler insists on the political necessity of safeguarding the circulation of fantasy—
aposition of particular importancein light of recent debates around First Amendment rights,
sexually explicit images, and lesbian and gay self -representation.

-Jack Bankowsky with Liz Kotz



LizKotz: Your work isenormously popular among younger feminists, lesbiansand gay
people, and peopleinvolved with various kinds of gender activism. It seemsto offer a
theoretical articulation for alot of practices-cultural, artistic, sexual-that have emer ged
sincetheearly '80s.

Judith Butler: | started writing Gender Trouble as an interrogation of the deep heterosexism of
most feminist theory. | initially thought the book was for straight feminists, as akind of
admonition and challenge. At the sametime, it was not supposed to be an extension of lesbian
feminism—and it's not | think, finally, because it offers a critique of lesbian feminism, and in
particular a critique of the ways lesbian feminist communities became so invested in patrolling
themselves on the question of identity. To me this rigorous policing seemed like akind of
evacuation of politics.

| think my position was a little confusing to people. If I'd just been aradical lesbian who
started yelling at all the straight women on the issue of compulsory heterosexuality they would
have known where to put me, but the problem isthat I've tried to turn the critique of identity
against certain notions of gay and lesbian identity as well.

One of the things that ACT-UP and Queer Nation have tried to do, in very different ways,
isto make the question of identity less central. Both of those movements also have engaged
theatrical venues for politicization, so that you get die-insin the street, or kiss-insin mals. It'sa
certain theatricalization, and a certain performative production of identity, that is utterly
strategic, and nobody's going to ask for your identity card when you go to an ACT UP meeting.

LK: I'm not so sureabout that .... | think therearesimilar problemswith that notion of
theatricality, with the kinds of confor mity it can enforce.

JB At least the notion of 'queer” was supposed to be onein which it didn't matter what you did,
or how you did it, or how you felt about what you did; if you were willing to affiliate, that was
politically viable. | still think there's something important in that notion of “queer.” | actually felt
akind of happiness about that for awhile, although | now see that it can't function as the
umbrellaterm that it sought to be. And clearly organizing around AIDS hasto go beyond the
strategies of theatricality, and it has. What's crucial to read here, though, is how younger people
seemed to be drawn to the possibility of theatrical militancy.

LK: | wonder now how Gender Troubleisbeing read by younger people who don't
necessarily have any lived experience with, or memory of, the I dentity-based models of
feminism you interrogate.

JB: Well, there is a bad reading, which unfortunately is the most popular one. The bad reading
goes something like this: | can get up in the morning, look in my closet, and decide which gender
| want to betoday. | can take out a piece of clothing and change my gender: stylize it, and then
that evening | can change it again and be something radically other, so that what you get is
something like the commodification of gender, and the understanding of taking on agender asa
kind of consumerism.

LK: And also asatotally volitional act....



JB: ...on the part of a subject who treats gender quite deliberately, asif it's an object out there,
when my whole point was that the very formation of subjects, the very formation of persons,
presupposes gender in a certain way—that gender is not to be chosen and that * performativity” is
not radical choice and it's not voluntarism. | just finished writing another manuscript in which |
spend page after page trying to refute the reduction of gender performance to something like
style. Performativity hasto do with repetition, very often with the repetition of oppressive and
painful gender normsto force them to resignify. Thisis not freedom, but a question of how to
work the trap that oneisinevitably in.

LK: It'stroubling when certain categories you've articulated, like “ gender imitation” or
“subversive parody,” get used in completely free-floating ways. Anything can be seen as
subversive par ody, becauseit's“ironic.”

JB: What's not often enough read in my work is the emphasis on power and the intense
normativity that governs gender. | was trying to interrogate the painful ironies of being
implicated in the very forms of power that one explicitly opposes, and trying to understand what
kinds agency might be derived from that situation. | think it’s inevitable that there's no position
outside power, and in that way I'm linked with Foucault; but | don't think that meansoneis
determined by power relations.

LK: How dowetalk about parodic repetition or reinscription asa viable politics—asa
cultural project? How you deter mine what constitutes subver sive r epetition?

JB: First of all, it seemsto me that there is no easy to know whether something is subversive.
Subversivenessis not something that can be gauged or calculated. In fact, what | mean by
subversion are those effects that are incalculable. | do think that for a copy to be subversive of
heterosexual hegemony it has to both mime and displace its conventions. And not all mimicry is
displacing.

| think, for instance, that thisis painfully true of material in Jennie Livingston's film
Paris|sBurning, that alot of the miming actually reinvests the gender ideals; it reidealizes
them-reconsolidates their hegemonic status. And yet the subversive part of what she documents,
for me, isin the “house” structure, when there are “mothers” and “children,” and new kinship
systems, which do mime older nuclear-family kinship arrangements but also displace them, and
radically recontextualize them in away that constitutes arethinking of kinship, or that turns
kinship into a notion of extended community—one whose future forms can't be fully dictated.
What isa“house?’ A “house” isthe peopleyou “walk” with. | loveit that that's ahouse. | think
that isa great subversive rearticulation of houseness. And that’s actually what | find affirmative
in that film and less the drag scenes. | think that | may have made a mistake of using drag asthe
example of performativity, because many people have now understood that to be the paradigm
for performativity, and that's not the case don't think it's the exemplary example. At the same
time: | do think that the film produces an exhilaration over denaturalizing gender, especially
when boys “do” girl better than the girls

LK: Yet theidea of denaturalization can bereduced to a very banal level—to the notion
that all gender isdrag.



JB: Yet | accept theideathat gender is an impersonation, that becoming gendered involves
impersonating an ideal that nobody actually inhabits, and that's where | have a certain sympathy
with Lacanian discourse. Because symbolic positions—"man,” “woman”—are never inhabited
by anyone, and that's what defines them as symbolic: they're radically uninhabitable. And yet
they have enormous force. And | think that if | were to teach the Lacanian symbolic to
undergraduates, | would probably show them Paris|sBurning. If you want to know what the
radically uninhabitable ideal is, well, thereit is. But | think it'simportant to take this a step
further. It's not enough to expose an ideal as uninhabitable. Ideals have to be altered and
dissolved and rearticulated; there hasto be athorough rethinking of the violence of the gender
ideal. That's where | depart from the Lacanian position: because those symbolic positions tend to
be very fixed for Lacan.

LK ... And for amoretraditional psychoanalytic feminism that by the early '80s had gotten
enormously stuck around the whole question of sexual difference.

JB Well, that was precisely what was wrong with that model. Y ou know: “Y ou try to defy the
Law of the father, and the Law slays you and subordinates you again. Y ou can't resist,or you can
resist but you'll finally be detested because the Symbolic will reassert itself.” That more
structural psychoanalytic model initially came as areally important counter to certain
liberationist forms of thinking, which depended on the belief that you could just overthrow all
kinship laws and happily transcend gender. On the other hand, the fixity of the Law produces a
kind of heterosexual pathos: “1 would like to be able to desire another woman but the Symbolic
Law stopsme,” that kind of thing.

LK: That was especially true of the British reading, one that came out of a certain
intellectual and social context that wasreally all about playing with the edges of
heter osexuality but never actually leaving that regime.

JB: But what Juliet Mitchell was saying, in Psychoanalysis & Feminism, was very key: you're
not going to be able to change the structure of sexuality or of the psyche simply by changing
kinship arrangements. There are constraints that are unconscious: the traces of older kinship
arrangements persist in the psyche. And | think that's right. A lot of people have thrown over the
structures of their lives, only to discover that they remain their own worst enemy—that the
oppressor lives within as a mechanism of constant psychic subjection. And whereas
psychoanalysis offered a cautionary antidote to address this: the structures of the unconscious
became problematically reified. So | actually see myself as taking stock of that critique of a
naive liberationist view but unwilling to stay with the pathos and defeatism of the Lacanian
position.

LK: Doyou think Gender Trouble will ever beread by the straight psychoanalytic feminists
whose work it drawson?

JB: Oh, they'rereading it. | think that a number of straight psychoanalytic feminists who want to
keep the place of sexual difference asthe center of al theory fear that if | say that thereisa
heterosexist presumption in the psychoanalytic formulation of sexual difference, then that will
mean that gay studies ought to take over where feminist studies once was. So there are a number



of people, and | think that Jane Gallop® has put thisin print, who have “ anxiety”—that was the
word she used—that gay or queer studiesis displacing feminism.

LK: Wasn't that the sort of anxiety occasioned by “men in feminism” ? That we have this
small place now, in the academy, and if men do it too we will loseit.

JB: Well, one might theorize that fear of loss, and the anxiety that fuels the drive to territorialize:
conventional feminism might have to give up its insistence on a gender-based subject position.
But my own purpose has been to work between feminism and “queer studies,” and actually to
move out into questions of race, and to continue to work those connections. | am not at all
interested in defending “ queer theory” or having it be something which isin opposition to
feminism. | would actually like to see feminism rearticulated in light of some of those
challenges, just asit has been forced to do in light of the challenges that women of color put to it
in the '80s.

LK Yet even that challenge has become codified around the kind of analysisthat Kobena
Mercer termed the“mantra” of “race, class, gender.”2 Much of this discour se of “multiple
identities’” has become quite stuck within a surprisingly traditional kind of identity politics.

JB: Wl | think in some areas that's true, where people just stand up and make alist of
oppressions and think that if they have alist they're being representative. But think there are
other people—Kobena Mercer, Paul Gilroy, PatriciaJ. Williams. Hortense J. Spillers, and
Kimberle Crenshaw, for example—who are trying to think race and sexuality together, and
asking some pretty interesting questions about what it might mean have one's sexuality formed
through race—to understand one's sexuality asracialized. That questioning is very different from
getting up and making a politically correct list without actually thinking the relationship between
the various identities that are enumerated. | don't believe that gender, race, or sexuality have to
be identities, | think that they're vectors of power.

LK: How do you deal with your own relationship to academic institutions?

JB: | never wanted to have a purely academic life: it was always important to me to be part of
other communities. It's been very odd that with the success of Gender Trouble my life has
become more academic, and | actually have to go to some extremes to cut myself off from the
academic circuit.

| worry about the academic domestication of both feminist and gay cultural practices.
There'sagreat deal that academics can learn from performance and theatre and painting, but
when those practices become academic artifacts they very often become domesticated by
academic norms of respectability. It's very hard when you try to do something disturbing within
an academic context only to have the disturbing element in your work become commodified as
an academic value. So in some ways I'm dismayed by my academic respectability—I never
sought to be respectable. | did however always oppose what | took to be overt and nascent
antiintellectualism in the other cultural communitiesin which I lived, and | really hate
antiintellectualism in the name politics. A lot of people who are politically active have been
angry with me because my work is dense or difficult to read or theoretically rarified.



LK: Thereisthat senseof, “Well, why do you need to go back to Hegel ?”

JB: Well | don't need to go back to Hegel to contribute to the life of those political communities.
but | person ally have been reading philosophy since | was 14 and would love to sit down with
Spinoza's Ethics and write commentaries that no one would ever read. And | don’t want to have
to justify that to anybody. | do think it isimportant to pursue intellectual questions that cannot be
readily justified through a direct or predictable relation to politics. | don't want to think alwaysin
reference to that standard, and | worry about the effects on thinking that such arigid notion of
political accountability might have.

| think alot of people find themselvesin very paradoxical positions. I'm alittletired of
being queer. Somebody called me the other day and asked me to go to a conference: and | said,
“Well. I'm not queer anymore,” and of course | am totally queer, asit were: and have been since
| was 16, but | want to deconstitute myself as queer. | mean, it's hard being queer 100 percent of
thetime, and | do like Hegel. It's painful for me that | wrote a whole book calling into question
identity politics, only then to be constituted as a token of Iesbian identity. Either people didn't
really read the book, or the commodification of identity politicsis so strong that whatever you
write, even when it's explicitly op posed to that politics, gets taken up by that machinery.

LK: And it'sinteresting how the gay studies community both challenges and partakes of
thiskind of identity politics.

JB: Yes, it does, and there are huge differences among so-called “ queer theorists’ on that issue. |
find it interesting that the San Francisco lesbian and gay studies conference (planned for 1993)
apparently couldn't resolve the question of how transsexuals and transgendered people could be
included. Evidently there were a number of male-to-femal e transsexuals, or pre-ops, who wanted
to go to the women's caucus. And the question was, well, “What's awoman?’ The Michigan
Women's Music Festival lineis, you have to be born one, which of course de Beauvoir said
nobody ever was. | found it extremely interesting that the radical feminist position was
irreconcilable with the transgendered oneand | actually see myself asright in the middle of that:
astrying to negotiate those kinds of strifes. | actually think that the whole question of “What isa
woman?’ ought to be kept open as a question. It would be a great mistake for feministsto
embrace a*“biological” or “natural” definition, if only because that |eads to a reduction of women
to their reproductive function—a position with intensely homophobic consequences. To the
extent that gender isakind of psychic norm and cultural practice, it will aways elude afixed
definition.

Some of the difficulties emerging from identity politics can be traced to the prevailing
fiction that how you desire determines who you are, and | actually think that Foucault's refusal to
come out or to do the confessional thing was arefusal to accept that equation. He really wanted
the domain of desire and sexuality to be separable from the question of identity: he wanted to
call into question why it was being pervasively domesticated and normalized through discourses
of identity. And | think there's something right about that. | kind of go for the notion that public
affiliation can be very, very separate from questions of sexual practice. I'm not sure that anybody
knows how to account for their Sexual practices: and if they were able to account for their sexual
practices, they probably wouldn't be interested in them anymore. Someone like Leo Bersani has
argued that eroticism only emerges once the subject is decentered, once it no longer knows how
to account for itself, once it no longer knows its position, so to have a politics that says it wants



to base itself on “positions of sexuality” isto have a politics which iswilling to deny or, at least,
to regulate the very sexuality that it's pretending to represent.

L K: But with Foucault, you have someone who resisted the assumption of a gay identity, In
away that was almost tragic.

JB: | think that he talked more explicitly about it toward the end of hislife. He understood the
pitfalls of embracing identity. He also wanted sexuality to be precisely that which always put
identity into question. | think he had an almost utopian faith in the destabilizing power of
sexuality, so that if you base an identity in sexuality you would actually be evacuating sexuality
of everything that was exciting about it. | don't see him as homophobic, as some people do, and
the turn in hiswork toward the question of self-care strikes me as honestly instructive for HIV +
people who are trying to understand what it might mean to actually care for oneself, and to
understand that as a queer practice.

LK: It really surprises methat after a good ten yearsor rigorously questioning relations of
gender, sexuality, and identity, | now see aresurgence of what seemslikeavery '70s-style
feminism around sexuality, with thereturn to a very binary way of talking about gender
and the power relations of gender.

JB: That worries me, if we're following the same phenomenon. | think that the Anita Hill
hearings have unfortunately elevated Catharine MacKinnon to be the popular exemplar of
feminism, and that strikesme asareal problem. It'sasif Pleasure and Danger never happened.
asif the sex debates never happened; it's as the incredible insurgence of women of color in the
'80s didn't happen either—everything that happened in the '80s and gay stuff too.

LK: MacKinnon was even on the cover of the Sunday Times Magazine.

JB: And she was ABC's person of the week. It's very scary to me because it makes feminism into
aposition which asserts the systematic domination of women by men, distills both those
categoriesinto very fixed places of power, sees women as always in positions of relative
powerlessness, as victims who then only get reclaim power through recourse to the state—a very
frightening prospect. The attack on the First Amendment is horrible for anyone who cares about
the rise of censorship on theright, for anybody who cares about sodomy laws; it just strikes me
asavery reactionary position. And this kind of procensorship feminism isimplicitly based on a
very anti-psychoanalytic understanding of sexuality and subjectivity aswell.

LK: Very much about the belief that fixed gender positionswork.

JB: And there's no way to think about one's own investment in those power differentials: the
entire domain of the psycheis erased, or women's psyches are nothing but scenes of violation.
On the other hand, though gender norms do produce their own instabilities, this doesn't result in
adomain of psychic free play, as some critics of the antiporn movement suggest. It's not enough
to make these clear-cut distinctions-between fantasy and the real—since it's clear that fantasy is
not free from relations of social power. However, what fantasy can do, in its various rehearsals



of the scenes of social power, isto expose the tenuousness, moments of inversion, and the
emotional valence—anxiety, fear, desire—that get occluded in the description of “structures.”
How to think the problem of the ways in which fantasy orchestrates and shatters rel ations of
power seems crucial to me.

LK: I'm curious how for mative those early-'80s debates ar ound por nography and sexual
representation werein terms of your own worKk.

JB: Very much so. I'm trying to think how to account for that. | think | took the feminist critique
of pornography very seriously in the early '80s, but then became very fully persuaded that it was
absolutely wrong. One of the aspects of it that alarmed me was the way in which psyches and
fantasy life are described by people like Andrea Dworkin. She actually believesthat pictures
have the power to form psyches and desires, and to produce actionsin an amost behavioristic
way. It struck me that she wants to police not only representations but the ways people think,
desire, and fantasize; she wantsto obliterate the ethical distinctions between fantasy,
representation, and action.

| actually came to think that feminism did as much to produce guilt around sexuality and
sexual fantasy as mainstream culture did, and | found that my own lesbian life in some ways was
very much opposed to what feminism was prescribing at the time. The emergence of sex
radicalism—thinking through relations of power and sexuality as well as the complexity of the
butch/femme exchange—was very important to me, although | came to be a bit critical of that
movement as well. Only because | don't think that sexuality is this utterly neutral domain or that
it'simplicitly liberatory or impeccably honest, and | don't think it ought to be the sole focus of
political thinking in the way that it has become for some people. On the other hand, the sex-
radical analysis has been taken up in very important ways by AIDS education advocates, in the
work of Cindy Patton for instance, and in repealing antisodomy laws as well asin defending gay
and lesbian artists against the NEA.*

LK: Your piece on Mapplethorpein differences looks at the Helms Amendment and right-
wing effortsto regulate the phantasmatlc and the circulation of fantasy, in effect to
regulate the unconscious? Thisisreally the only place wher e you explicitly address porn,
and yet it seemsto bein the background of Gender Trouble In alot of ways.

JB: Really? Where do you see that?

LK: Wéll, that sense of the possible destabilization and proliferation of gender identities
and gender I dentificationsseemsto derive from therelation of gay viewersto different
kinds of heter osexual representations, I ncluding por nography—or the relation of lesbian
readersto gay male porn, for that matter. Say, as opposed to from that kind of liberal
feminist reading of pornography wherewhat you need isto makerepresentations somehow
mor e “ accountable.” | think there'savery gay reading of pornography that seesthat the
woman or the man can be anywhere, and that these are positions that anyone can inhabit
and it doesn't depend upon a certain body type or particular anatomy.

JB: | think | would go so far asto say that it's really hard for pornography to be erotic unless
accountability is suspended. What | do addressin Gender Trouble isthat when homophobic



culture looks at butch/femme identities as “bad copies’ of straight coupledom. | think that that's
afailureto read the signifier. Butch and femme identities are not just mimetic or representational
in some simple sense; they can be replayed or redeployed precisely to produce a set of meanings
that the structures they appear to be copying would preclude.

| guess | would say that representation functions the same way in pornography: there's no
way of fixing its meaning. | don't think you can draw lines from a representation to a set of social
situationsin any kind of stable way. What's interesting to me is how those lines can perpetually
be redrawn. There can be representations of sexual domination, which do really interesting
things with that scene, and | just think we need more and more representations of scenes of
domination to see what can be worked from them. Pornography replays relations of social
power: but this replaying is phantasmatic and not mimetic. In some ways, pornography
“represents’ uninhabitable positions, hyperbolic ideals, and sometimes offers the occasion for a
viewing that compensates for alived sense of sexual failure. Pornography is crucial to read, then,
precisely for the way in which it falls to correspond to “social positions.”

LK: Not only have you argued quite compellingly that there's an enormous amount of
instability, you've also interrogated gay identity politics by questioning precisely what it
meansto be gay, and suggesting the extent to which gaynessitself isinextricably implicated
within heter osexuality—ar guing against the “ specificity,” “autonomy,” or “authenticity” of
acertain kind of lesbian subjectivity or female sexuality.

JB: A number of people feel caught between categories outside of them in some ways. This
worries me because such people are an enormous political resource that has been lost through the
insistence on coherent identity.

There are still many people (Simon Watney in particular) who think that political
activism depends on a very coherent notion of the gay subject. | think he bases his concept of
activism in astrong notion of an ethical subject—that he believes the production of a unified,
collective subject is necessary for political effectiveness. I'm not at all sure that activism requires
aunified queer subject. There are going to be people with extremely complex and fluid sexual
practices at work, and | think this has to be affirmed. And the transgender community challenge
isalso one that people are going to have to think about, even though some gay people and
feminists are quite opposed to the discourse of transgender and see it as very reactionary.

LK: How doyou addressthat in your own work? Gender Trouble seemed to embrace that
challenge. Yet the most recent articlein differences, “ The Lesbian Phallusand the
Morphological Imaginary,” perhaps seemed to step back from that alittle.

JB: Really? | thought that was my most transsexual piece. The point there wasthat in order to
identify asa“woman,” it is necessary to background or refuse masculine identifications, but that
that refusal isitself still away of being tied to that masculine identification, the tie of loss. This
also means that cross-identification is there as a presupposition of al sexed identity, not only in
its ostensibly aberrant instances.

LK: Yet, since you so emphasize the potential for the phantasmatic transformation of the
body, the phantasmatic construction of the body, one could perhaps make an argument
that the decision to actually go through medical procedures of transsexuality would rest on



a“naive’ idea of the body as ground, as core gender identity in some natur alized way—of
the body as causative of desire. I'm not sureit'sreally such a bigjump to go from, say,

wor king out at the gym for two hoursa day to actually taking hormone pills or undergoing
surgical intervention.

JB: | think that there are two points here: oneis the question of surgical operations, which often
rest upon an understanding of essential core gender identities—that's adifficult terrain—and |
have some trouble with the very conservative gender norms that get reproduced uncritically in
some medical discourses and practices governing transsexuality. But what strikes me as
extremely interesting is that there's a very mundane sense of transsexuality that most people who
theorize on gender and sexuality haven't yet taken into account, and it hasto do with the
possibility of cross-gender identification. It's also the failure to take thisinto consideration that |
think has plagued feminist film theory, because they presume that women who watch Marilyn
Monroe are identifying with her, and that's just not true. Or that they are alienating themselves
through identifying with “the male gaze.” That's a heterosexist assumption.

LK: That desireand identification are mutually, exclusive.

JB: That's a big problem that has been promulgated by orthodox forms of psychoanalysis. | think
that what happens in cross-gendered identification is extremely interesting and could be
understood on a continuum with transsexuality, and that would make transsexuality into
something less aberrant and other. If it is always refused by the practices of coherent gender, it is
awaysthere.

LK: In Gender Troubleyou delveinto the kinds of digunctures between pleasures and
bodily partsthat transsexuals may experience, and then insist that thisisnot limited to
clear-cut cases of “gender dysphoria” or any sort of medical categories, but ispart of many
people' severyday lives. You usethat as a jumping-off point for thisidea that the actual
mor phology of the body isalways phantasmatic and alwaysimaginary. |'ve appreciated
your willingnessto question theideathat thereis something called “the female body,” that
two lesbians have the “same” body.

JB: | think for awoman to identify as awoman isaculturally enforced effect. | don't think that
it'sgiven that on the basis of a given anatomy, an identification will follow. I think that “coherent
identification” hasto be cultivated, policed, and enforced; and the violation of that hasto be
punished, usually through shame. | think | may have some uncritical modernist notion of what
can happen in esthetic space, where the play of identification can be interrogated with
accountability suspended, and that kind of work excites me. The destabilization of those
identiticatory patterns seem quite crucia to me, and they may ultimately make possible new lines
of political solidarity.

LK: I sometimesfind your work in sympathy with Kaja Silverman's, both in terms of her
argument for the femaleidentification with masculinity—the under standing that women's
relation to femininity or masochism may need to be mediated through male
representations—in The Acoustic Mirror: The Female Voice I n Psychoanalysis and Cinema,



and her work on male masochism and feminized masculinity in Male Subjectivity at the
Margins. What isyour relation to her work?

JB: I'm interested in it. She's certainly more traditionally psychoanalytic than | am. | think that
what she does with the notion of the phantasmatic, trying to think through the relationship of
psychoanalysis to ideology is some of the best work on that question that 1've seen. She tends to
think, however, that subject positions are more fixed within the psyche than | do, and | would
guestion whether the strategies of male masochism and “feminization” that she terms* phallic
divestiture” couldn't also be construed as a subtle strategy of the phallus, aruse of power—that's
to say that “divestiture” could be a strategy of phallic self-aggrandizement. But | don't think
there's any way to answer that question abstractly. It has to be culturally situated

LK: She'smuch moreinvolved in areading of gaynessasa reversal or undoing of
heter osexuality, one that doesn't really engage the work gay theorists have done around the
historical development of gay identities asregulatory categories.

JB: | think she would want to insist that psychoanalytic classification is not always regulatory or
pathologizing, and | think that she does a good job using those categories to affirm gay practices,
but that perhaps she makes the notion of femininity include too much: a number of gay men
would be opposed to this because they've worked very hard to make a distinction between sexual
practice and gender identity—e.g., between gay practices and effeminacy.

LK: I'm curiousthat the examplesyou use in your own work, whether it's Tennessee
Williams, John Waters, or Aretha Franklin for that matter, often come more from gay
male culture.

JB: | wonder if that'strue. | like the histrionic. | have these two faggot cousins, one of whom
thinks he's Olivia de Havilland. They were important to me growing up, in Cleveland, Ohio. And
| had a gender-troubled uncle who was incarcerated at an early age, and it took us yearsto figure
out that story. So probably alot of my gay identification got formed through these men, and alot
of lesbian culture women's music, women's culture—always seemed extremely foreign to me. |
also found, among gay men, a certain focus on pleasure and sexuality that wasn't always
available in women's communities highly mediated by feminism, though it became increasingly
available in the '80s.

LK: You came out during the'70s, then?

JB: | did, but without any community at al. When | entered a lesbian-feminist community, | felt
alienation because they were dancing around to women's music and | really couldn't stand it. But
| think there are some recent lesbian performers who are quite good, like Holly Hughes and
Dominique Dibell. The writings of people like Cherrie Moraga and Amber Hollibaugh, Gayle
Rubin, Joan Nestle have been really important to me. Dorothy Allison was extremely
formative—they gave me courage. | feel that I've been pretty intensely steeped in those writings.

LK: What wasthe formation of your own critical project, in terms of the shift you've made
from philosophy to psychoanalysis? | imaginethat in the late "70s or early '80s your



project—of interrogating the Ger man philosophical canon—was not necessarily supported
in feminist contexts.

JB: | was at Yalefor two years as an undergraduate, and then again as a graduate student from
1979 to 1983, and actually my life was very split: it wasn't an evolution in asense. | was always
interested in philosophy and got very interested in Hegel and Marx and German Idealism and
went to Germany on a Fulbright to study Hegel and hermeneutics; at the same time that | was
active asafeminist, part of lesbian communities, and teaching courses on feminism and
philosophy, | knew that | couldn't write afeminist dissertation, but | don't think | wanted to. It's
not asif | was utterly constrained to write on Hegel, | wanted to. And what | wrote on in Hegel
was desire, and the relationship between desire and recognition, and whether desire was in some
sense always adesire for recognition. And | think I'm still writing about that.

LK: There'sawhole shift toward psychoanalysis and the notion of repetition In your work,
viathereadings of Freud and Lacan. Whereisthat going now?

JB: | think that, in Gender Trouble, the chapters on Freud and Lacan did not get brought forward
into the final chapters, and many people go to the final chapters and look at performativity and
drag and don't look at everything else, That's why people think the book promotes free play. In
the work on Freud and Lacan, however, there's melancholy, and then there'sthe suicidein
Herculine Barbin, it's not exactly afree and happy “What do | want to be today?’ project. The
problemisthat | didn't bring forward the psychoanalytic material into the discussion of
performativity well enough. The next book is an effort to think performativity through
psychoanalysis and also to show where | think the limits of psychoanalysis are.

The book I'm about to send in next week, which is tentatively entitled Bodies That
Matter, also takes up questions of materiality, because many people said “ Well, it sex is
gender—if all sexual differenceis culturally constructed—then what happens to the materiality
of the body, Judy?’ There'salwaysa“Judy” there at the end. “Y ou can't really believe that
there's no bodily materiality, can you?’ So | try to make some arguments about the status of
materiality, and | try to clarify the notion of performativity, | don't actually talk about parody
or drag very much; | talk about citationallty. There are forms of citing and resignifying
oppressive norms which are not necessarily theatrical: and though citation appears as an act of
deference, it can be very aggressive and disconcerting. | think Brecht understood this,

LK: What kinds of work areyou interested in now? What are you reading?

JB: NellaLarsen's Passing, I've been trying to think about passing, crossing, and miming. I'm
teaching some courses on what it means for black slavesto have passed as white, on how one
thinks about crossing genders, and about various forms of miming dominant cultures. And I'm
also thinking about miming as akind of postcolonial trope as well, asin Homi Bhabha's piece on
mimicry.® I've also been reading Slavoj Zizek, especially The Sublime Object of |deology.

LK: There'ssomething shared in your work and Bhabha's that revolves around this
reassessment of the debased status of mimicry and, from a postcolonial context, looking at
repetition and imitation as at least potentially deeply destabilizing.



JB: | feel acertain sympathy with hiswork, | think he probably would understand colonization
not as a purely negative process but as one that is also inadvertently enabling, and | think
something similar about living in a culture of compulsory heterosexuality: as painful asit is, it
can't be fully opposed as an alien object because it constitutes me, and I'm radically implicated in
it—and by it. And the question is how to work the ways in which I'm implicated. And miming
has everything to do with that. Passing and not passing, occupying zones of legitimacy only to
dismantle them, or to exploit them as sites of intervention, And that's avery different model of
power than the simple one of opposing adominant culture considered radically other than you. It
assumes that there's no pure ethical standpoint opposed to dominant forms of power (after all,
that would be aform of humanism). It isimportant to realize that your own critical position may
be an effect of the very power regime that you seek to criticize, without being fully coopted by it.
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