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ABSTRACT

The Politics Speaking For: Theorizing the Limits of
Liberation and Equality in Gay and Lesbian Political Discourse

Kyie William Mechar, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 2000

This thesis offers a critical examination of discourses of liberation and equality
in contemporary North American gay and lesbian politics. Informed by work in
cultural studies and political theory, it has as its principal theoretical objective a
desire to refuse an oppositional political framework, one which looks only or primarily
to the impediments to liberation and equality for gays and lesbians. As such, the
thesis develops the notion of speaking for (as opposed to against) to analyze how
these discourses inadvertently reproduce what they are said to oppose, redress, or
resolve. Drawing on both theoretical and popular texts, including the media, for its
analyses, the thesis aims to open up debates in gay and lesbian studies and politics
through a detailed investigation of a number of recent and on-going sites and
struggles.

To this end, a central focus in the project is the prevalence of rights in these
debates. Arguing neither for nor against specific rights but for a deeper
understanding of the culture they produce, the thesis situates rights within the
framework of two dimensions of representation: as state formation and the law, on
the one hand, and as subject formation, on the other. This framework serves to
underscore the implications of waging political demands on the basis of that from
which gays and lesbians have been excluded, something the thesis calls into

question.



RESUME

The Politics of Speaking For: Theorizing the Limits of
Liberation and Equality in Gay and Lesbian Political Discourse

Kyle Willilam Mechar, Ph.D.
Concordia University, 2000

Cette thése propose un examen critique des discours libérationnistes et
égalitaires au coeur des débats politiques et représentatifs gays et lesbiens dans
FAmérique du Nord contemporaine. Puisant dans le champs des “cultural studies” et
de la théorie politique, cette thése réfute une approche purement oppositionnelle de
cet univers politique; une approche qui ne considérerait que les obstacles 3 la
libération et a I'égalité des gays et iesbiennes. La thése développe plutdt la notion de
représentativité (parler “au nom de”, et non “contre”), analysant comment, et a quel
point, ces discours dits représentatifs reproduisent subrepticement ce qu'ils
dénoncent, ce qu'ils tentent de corriger et de résoudre. A l'aide de documents
théoriques et provenant de la culture populaire, incluant certains textes meédiatiques,
cette thése vise ultimement la création de débats et de réflexions au sein des
communautés académiques et politiques gays et lesbiennes, en proposant une
analyse détaillée de thémes contemporains et de débats récurrents.

Afin d'y parvenir, ce projet examine la prépondérance de la notion de “droits”
au sein de ces débats politiques. Sans prendre position en faveur ou en défaveur de
droits spécifiques, l'analyse s‘attache toutefois a développer une pius grande
compréhension de la culture que ces derniers engendrent. Cette thése situe donc la
notion de “droits” au coeur méme de deux dimensions de la représentation soit d'un
coté, I'Etat et la loi et de l'autre, la construction du sujet. La thése vise ainsi a tracer
les implications que les demandes politiques fondées sur I'exclusion des gays et
lesbiennes signifient, et cela au-dela du principe d‘égalité et de libération pour un

sujet.
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INTRODUCTION

“Dancing the Gay Lib Blues”? 1

The real question to ask is, what will we lose if we win?
--Hannah Arendt 2

0.1 The Politics cf Speaking For

THIS THESIS DEVELOPS a sustained engagement with what I call the politics
of speaking for in the context of liberation and equality in contemporary gay and
lesbian political discourse in North America. The term serves a number of functions,
both practical and methodological. Practically speaking, it is meant to signal and to
limit the parameters of the project’s inquiries; namely, it examines only those
discourses spoken “on behalf of,” or “in favour of,” gays and lesbians, as opposed to
those spoken “against” them. Though this automatically includes discourses by those
who self-identify as gay or lesbian, it is not restricted to such identifications. In fact,
the question of positioning tendential to contemporary critical studies -- that the
social identities of the author of the text are fundamental to an understanding of it --
is not even addressed here. Nor is this delineation motivated by a desire to give
voice to those who have not always had one.

Rather, in resisting these kinds of distinctions all together, the practical
aspect of speaking for is tied to a larger theoretical concern: how those discourses
that speak for gays and lesbians inadvertently reproduce that which they are said to

oppose, redress, or overcome. By refusing to see the politics of speaking for within a

1 This phrase is taken from a 1971 book by Arthur Bell entitied Dancing the Gay Lib
Blues: A Year in the Homosexual Liberation Movement.

2 Arendt made these comments in reference to a discussion of women’s liberation.
Quoted in Hanna Pitkin (1998: 156).



predetermined emancipatory or progressive political framework, the projects of
liberation and equality that come under its microscope are examined for their
contradictory effects in terms of the very ideals, principles, and values they are
about. 3 The entire thesis is concerned, then, with what questions cannot get asked
when we speak only for or against, on behalf of or in contestation with, the political
demands gays and lesbians are making at this particular moment in history.

Of course, when a group is spoken for, it is also spoken about, and it does not
automatically mean that what gets spoken is on behalf or in favour of. One can, after
all, be spoken for in the most pejorative and unattractive of ways. For the purposes
of this thesis, however, “for” is meant to underscore this more positive, traditional
conception. But it is also meant to imply the idea of “in place of.” In countering
certain discourses that are seen as being against homosexuals, or, in their extreme
form, homophobic or anti-gay, very little attention has been paid to the politics of
speaking for as proxy. In demanding political change at the level of what
homosexuals are said to want and to need, the producers of these discourses tend to
assume a rather coherent community of gay and lesbian subjects. They leave little
room, in other words, to invite dissent by the very members of the community for
whom they speak.

The titles of two magazine articles illustrate what I am trying to capture here.

The first one, from the gay and lesbian publication The Advocate, addresses the

tension between the existence of laws in the United States that still prohibit forms of
gay sex and the increasing extension of rights to those same individuals. It suggests
that these laws stand in the way of the achievement of “everything we want:

marriage, adoption, and equal rights” (Chris Bull 1998: 36). The second article,

I draw on Wendy Brown’s work for this formulation, especially States of Injury
(1995), discussed in Chapter One.
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entitied “Wedded to an Illusion: Do Gays and Lesbians Really Want the Right to
Marry?” (Fenton Johnson 1996), appears in Harper’s magazine and makes a case for
the legalization of same sex marriage. What is significant in this title is that the
question it poses is unanswerable, because of the obvious fact that there is no
consensus on this matter: some do; some do not. The taken-for-grantedness of the
claims made in both articles, the pervasiveness and certainty with which it is
exoressed that this-is-what-we-want-and-this-is-what-we-need, is what I want to
call into question. Moreover, I argue that such expressions are in part a result of the
fact that both articles, like many of the discourses examined herein, wage political
demands on the basis of including gays and lesbians in the institutions and social
practices we have been excluded from. This is another practice the thesis aims to
unsettle. Though these moments are small, to be sure, they speak to some of the

central debates the concept of speaking for addresses.

0.2 The Culture of Rights

More significant than these gestures, the thesis investigates the pervasive
language of rights within the larger projects of liberation and equality by considering
the cultural politics of rights generally and several gay rights cases specifically.
Again, at issue here is an examination of how the discourse of rights potentially
reproduces what it is said to overcome, or how it does not always accomplish the
goals it sets out to achieve. Understanding rights not simply as political toois but as
“protean and irresolute signifiers” (Wendy Brown 1995: 97), my engagement with
them is not in the interest of constructing a case for or against specific rights, but for
an understanding of what rights are capable of producing and what they foreclose. I
am interested in the kind of political culture rights discourse creates, and its effects

on the constitution of the gay or lesbian subject. Some of the questions that animate
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these inquiries are: What gets lost when political discourse merges seamlessly with

juridical ones? What are the limits of rights at the level of a cultural and political

movement? How far do we take gays rights? And how far can they take “us”? 4

The timely nature of these studies is indicated by the fact that several of the
rights cases examined here are still unfolding as I write. They are negotiated and
contested sites, and their implications will reverberate down the road for quite some
time. For example, same sex partnership rights, and “gay marriage,” the linchpin at
this particular moment for liberation and equality in North America and in the West
more generally, is an issue that will not go away anytime soon. In fact, in Canada at
this very moment, the redefinition of common law spouse to include same sex
partners is being hotly debated from all sides of the political spectrum, within the
courts, the media, and the arena of public opinion. The final outcome of the debates
around such rights in the various jurisdictions in which they surface -- and that is by
now most jurisdictions in the case of gay marriage -- is less relevant to the thesis
than the assumptions and implications of the claims made for them, and their larger
effects on the political culture. Examining specific rights cases that are still in
progress does not preclude questions about how rights operate politically. Moreover,
as part of the larger goal of resisting a politics of closure, the questions rights

engender do not end simply because certain rights have been achieved.

4 Though I draw on legal and historical discourse, these are not the primary focus.
For contemporary historical studies in legal theory, see: Odeana R. Neal, “The Limits
of Legal Discourse: Learning From the Civil Rights Movement in the Quest For Gay
and Lesbian Civil Rights” (1996); Mary Anne Case, “Couples and Coupling in the
Public Sphere: A Comment on the Legal History of Litigating For Lesbian and Gay
Rights” (1993); lanet E. Halley, “The Politics of the Closet: Legal Articulation of
Sexual Orientation Identity” (1995); and Patricia Cain, “Litigating For Lesbian and
Gay Rights: A Legal History” (1993). For larger historical works, see especially

Margaret Cruikshank, The Gay and Lesbhian Liberation Movement (1992); Eric
Marcus, Making History: The Struggle For Gay and Lesbian Equal Rights, 1945-1990

(1992); and John D’Emilio, Sexual Politi ! mmunities: The Making of A

Homosexual Minority in the United States, 1940-1970 (1983).



How pervasive is the language of rights in public discourse? To what extent
have gay rights become the cultural touchstone for many of the conversations about
citizenship, democracy, and equality? Consider the following: the U.S.-based Press
Pass Q, a biweekly electronic newsletter sent to gay and lesbian journalists
worldwide, conducted a poll of its subscribers (over eighty respondents were
consulted, including publishers, reporters, and editors) to determine the top ten gay
and lesbian stories for 1999. Of the ten items on the list, seven are directly related
to rights and the law. For example, one was the conviction of the killers of Matthew
Shepard, a gay university student (discussed here in Chapter Five); another, the
third on the list, was the Supreme Court of Canada ruling that the term “spouse” was
discriminatory because it did not include same sex couples (discussed here in my
Conclusion). * Not restricted to debates in gay and lesbian politics, this emphasis on
rights is part of a larger cultural pattern of turning many of the important social
issues and controversies into a “clash of rights” (Glendon 1991). Rights are simply
there for the taking now, and have in many instances taken the place of a more
sustained conversation about issues of difference, identity, privilege, responsibility,
and inclusion/exclusion.

In relationship to rights, political affiliation, and the constitution of subjects,
the thesis is informed by contemporary political thought that sees the work of politics
as indeterminate, fortuitous, even surprising. It provides concrete discussion to
illustrate how politics does not always line up in the neat, categorical fashion we
have become accustomed to thinking exists in these debates. More than a refusal to
see rights within a predetermined emancipatory framework (Wendy Brown 1995),
this has the larger aim of addressing how liberal or even more “radical” political

discourse often risks closing down the diversity it champions.

5 See Richard Burnett 1999a: 10, which I draw on here for this information.



To this end, the first theoretical source drawn on is Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak’'s (1988) discussion of the two dimensions of representation -- within the
state, on the one hand, and within theories of the subject, on the other. Since this
thesis investigates rights above and beyond arguments for or against them, this
distinction provides an alternative framework for these debates. In the popular
discourse of gay rights, the focus is almost exclusively on representation in the sense
of the state. Equality is positioned as greater access to government representation,
the law, and rights. This logic -- the political equation of more (representation)
equals better (equality) -- is tendential in gay and lesbian politics and elsewhere, and
completely excludes questions of subject formation. This thesis attempts to address
this oversight by asking the following: What are the stakes invoived in seeking
representation in this way? What kind of subject do rights make possible? What kind
of citizen is “useful” in the present politica! climate?

In the larger projects of cultural studies, gender studies, and queer theory, a
good deal of work has been devoted to theorizing and critiquing philosophies of the
subject, with the aim of providing a certain openness toward political subjectivity and
identity. This work has, in many ways, precipitated a “transformational energy”
(Judith Butler 1997a) in the academy and in the larger arenas of the social and the
cultural. Their effects are the legacies we have inherited, and are what allow me to
offer the critiques that follow. The very question of subject formation emerges out of
these on-going projects. But in our attention to these matters, in opening up the
forms of identity available to the modern subject, we have paid much less attention
to the kind of political culture these projects are creating. In undermining opposition
to difference by forging alternative subject formations, we have not sufficiently

examined the political formations these oppositions are constructing along the way.

0.3 The Cyclical Nature of Politics: Contextualizing Discourse



Wwith that aim in mind, one of the underlying themes that emerges in the
studies that follow is the extent to which political discourse is characterized by its
cyclical nature. I mean to suggest that current political discourse is not only
structured by prior discourses but has traces of them deeply embedded. ® Though
not historical in the proper sense of the word, these traces indicate the obvious: that
the present political climate emerged from earlier and important political
movements. But these traces serve as well as a challenge to the assumption that
these more contemporary moments stand in stark contrast to them. It is for this
reason that the thesis offers comparative analyses of the discourses of “gay
liberation” with more recent ones. Implicit in the comparison are the questions, What
can these traces tell us about the politics of speaking for that a focus on historical
changes cannot? To what extent is contemporary discourse producing some of the
limitations of the past? And to what ends?

Of course, there have been dramatic changes as a result of gay liberation and
extensions of it, in the form of rights, identity politics, and a general increase in the
legitimacy of homosexuality in the eyes of the public. As Craig Calhoun and John
McGowan (see Calhoun1997) suggest in a collection on Hannah Arendt and “the
meaning of politics,” “[pJolitics itself has been opened up in a variety of ways in
recent years,” and gay liberation, among other things, is partly responsible for this

opening. It has “called forth remarkably powerful and creative politics of identity.”

® To offer an example, consider the following articles. In a 1975 Time magazine
article on “The Gay Drive For Acceptance,” the cultural changes occurring during that
period are linked to the prosperity of the gay bar: “once seedy, dark and dangerous,
many gay bars are now bright and booming” (45). More than twenty five years
later, a similar trend is observed, in almost the exact same language. In February
1998, an article in The Globe and Mail entitied “"Gay Bars Come Out of the Closet,”
reports that: “As gays grow more confident, the traditional dark and dingy bar is
giving way to clearer, airier, more creatively designed spaces” (Colman 1998). As
Time reported, that supossedly already happened in the mid-1970s.



While “[o]lne may argue about whether this is a good or a bad thing, . . . it is clearly
transformative” (2; emphasis added). According to Margaret Cruikshank, author of

The Gay and Lesbian Liberation Movement (1992), “when a formerly taboo subject

becomes so openly discussed that a college text can be written about it, some great
change in attitudes has evidently occurred” (1). 7 without refuting these claims, the
studies that follow are motivated less by an understanding of the clearly
transformative nature of gay liberation and the politics of identity than by a desire to
see what can be learned by attending to the discursive regularities and continuities in
the discourses of gay and lesbian politics.

Specifically, this is concretized in the projects addressed here in relationship
to gay liberation or other identity-based projects and the broader, deconstructive
goals of queer theory and politics. It is customary to see these moments as distinct
responses to social and political realities, with distinct political agendas. ® As Michael
Warner points out, queer politics “gofes] beyond calling for tolerance of lesbians and
gays” -- the strategy associated with gay liberation and identity politics -- to “assert
the necessarily and desirably queer nature of the world” (Warner 1993). Though this
thesis is indelibly indebted to both gay liberation and queer theory, it is not informed

by a differentiation between the two. While there are important distinctions, to be

7 Or, as a number of newspaper articles put it: “It’s Great to be Gay” (Margaret
Wente 1997); "Now That Gay Is Good and Glamorous” (1997); “We're Here. We're
Queer. You Love It” (Johanna Schneller 1997); and, “Ah, The Lucky Lesbian Life”
(Ricki Heller 1997). Interestingly, these articles all appeared the same year that Ellen
deGeneres came out on her ABC sit-com Ellen (see my Chapter Six).

8 Nancy Fraser offers an excellent analysis of this tension. Though she points out
that there are some clear similarities -- she argues for example that the “queer
recognition strategy . . . contains an internal tension: in order to destabilize the
homo-hetero dichotomy, it must first mobilize ‘queers’ (1997: 37) -- ultimately she
sees queer theory and gay liberation as distinct political moments (Fraser 1997: 37).
See also the more popular treatment of this in Daniel Mendelsohn, “When Did Gays
Get So Straight? How Queer Culture Lost Its Edge”(1996); and Sky Gilbert, “A Dark
Victory For Queer Culture” (1997).
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sure, I am more interested in the parallels, or traces, which offer a framework for the
larger examination of how such projects inadvertently reproduce what they are said
to oppose or overcome. To work in and through these discourses, then, is to
acknowledge the important contributions they make while simultaneously refusing
them any predetermined emancipatory place in the context of gay and lesbian

politics.

0.4 Liberation and Equality: A Democratic Tension

The categories liberation and equality serve as broad parametres for the
inquires that follow. They are terms that are pervasive in the discourses under
analysis, a result of several historical developments, including the coining of the term
gay liberation in the early 1970s and the primacy of rights in late twentieth century
North American culture. Though liberty has a longer and more concrete history in
political thought than the term liberation, I use them as synonyms, appropriate given
the context of my critiques. In its most basic sense, liberty (and liberation) is often
defined as freedom from arbitrary or excessive government rule, or more broadly, as
freedom from control, interference, obligations, and restrictions in both personal and
social arenas of life. Moreover, liberty is often seen as the tangible result of
increasing equality, usually by way of rights. As the studies that follow demonstrate,
however, these definitions do not even come close to articulating the complexities
the terms encompass. In using them, then, I do not attempt to define concretely
what they mean. Nor do I offer “better” or aiternative frameworks for what a politics
of liberation and equality might entail. I simply try to understand how they are
employed when they occur, and how their operations set out and condition the

limitations they entail.
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In addition to helping define the parametres of the thesis, the terms are
appropriate on a theoretical level because they highlight one of the central strategies
for my critiques. Politically, philosophically, and practically, liberty and equality have

always been in tension, a fundamental paradox between the rights of the individual

versus the goal of social egalitarianism. @ This classic political paradox is instructive,
for it sets out a larger approach in the thesis, one that draws on political thought
that does not attempt to solve such paradoxes but works in and through them.
Taking the position that such tensions are the very stuff of politics, my own critiques
are informed by a desire to learn from these tensions, to see them not as matters to
be overcome but as moments for theorizing. They look, in short, to the limitations of

liberation and equality in terms of what they aspire to.

0.5 Why Hannah Arendt?

One of the major intellectual figures in the pages that follow is the political
theorist Hannah Arendt. Arendt provides the thesis with a theoretical and political
vocabulary for posing some of the debates that follow, and the specific theoretical
and political import of her work will be discussed more fully in Chapter Two. At first
blush, Arendt would seem a rather unlikely source for work on liberation and equality

in gay and lesbian political discourse. Her rigid and unyielding distinctions between

S For example, in order to champion freedom of expression, as a form of individual
liberty, social equality, defined, say, as the right of certain groups to be free from
discriminatory or even hateful speech, will have to be ceded. See especially, Isaiah
Berlin, *Two Concepts of Liberty;” (1969); Ronald J. Pennock, “Liberty and Equality:

A Democratic Tension,” in his Democratic_Political Theory (1979); Wendy Brown,
States of Injury (1995: 67); and de Tocqueville, Democracy in America. Tocqueville

argues that, when confronted with this tension, Americans prize equality over liberty
every time: “liberty is not the chief and constant object of their [Anglo-Americans]
desires; they make rapid and sudden efforts to obtain liberty and, if they miss their
aim, resign themselves to the disappointment; but nothing can satisfy them without
equality, and they would rather perish than lose it” (53-54).
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the public and the private, or the social and the political, to name but one of the
more limiting parameters of her political thought, would seem to suggest that Arendt
would be less than useful for work in the domain of what many see as the properly
private -- sexuality, sexual identity, and sexual politics. While acknowledging these
limitations, Arendt’s work is appropriate for fleshing out the twin concerns of the
sexual and the political in ways that have hitherto not been addressed in gay and
lesbian work. For example, What is the place of sexuality in a culture overwhelming
concerned with rights? This requires attention not simply to the query, How does
sexuality intersect politics, but conversely, how does politics intersect sexuality? If
we can ask how sexuality is politicized, we must also apply the same epistemological
task and ask how politics is sexualized. It is for this reason that the thesis draws
more heavily on political theory for its critiques than on work in sexuality.

On a more personal note, I became intrigued by Arendt’s writings not simply
because of the challenge they offer to the current conversation, but because of
Arendt’'s own relationship to her work and the political and cultural affiliations she
had as a result of being a German-Jewish, female intellectual émigré, badges she
wore with some discomfort. “I don‘t fit,” Arendt once remarked of herself, a
comment that, as Larry May and Jerome Kohn suggest, was meant to imply that
Arendt was neither left nor right, liberal nor conservative, progressive nor
reactionary (May and Kohn 1996: 1). Of course, Arendt was all of these things, often
in great measure. But this c.an also imply, given the context of her life and work, that
she did not easily accept or slide into the roles that were assigned to her, by birth or
otherwise. Most famously, Arendt, one of the few prominent political intellectuals of
her time who was also a woman, refused to take up the causes of the nascent
women'’s liberation movement. To the dismay of some in her own time and to many

in later years, being a woman was, for her, not a site for politicization.
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I was drawn to Arendt in part because the questions the thesis addresses
emerge out of my own increasing discomfort -~ both personal and political -- with the
politics of speaking for across a variety of cultural, political, and theoretical
formations. To put this in the current parlance, I could not find myself in the texts
the thesis engages. For example, though conscious of the significance of the term
queer in recent critical theory and the larger domain of the social in general, the
forms of subjectivity being bandied about under its name were not attractive
alternatives to the more mundane problems of identity associated with rights. I do
not fit, I thought, in many of queer theory’s versions of the subject. This is to
suggest that I am both within and outside the discourses the thesis addresses; and
more importantly, that to find oneseif in such a position is not something that needs
to be overcome but is itself the space for theorizing. ° It is in many instances this
sense of ambiguity is the impetus behind the choices made here, why certain issues
are foregrounded and others are not.

Here we return to Arendt and the questions of identity, community, and
theory her work forces us to confront. In a sense, Arendt positions herself in relation

to her political interests as a kind of pariah, a term that is important in informing her
political theory. 11 Though the term is multifaceted here and elsewhere, and though
it is not one I take up for my own analyses, the notion of pariah in the sense of “not

being at home in the world” is a useful critical tool when dealing with political issues

19 see, for example, Elspeth Probyn, who argues the opposite of what I am arguing
when she claims in a critique of feminist autobiographical writing that “her text
cannot reach into my context” (1993: 145).

11 gee especially: Arendt, “"Between Pariah and Parvenu,” Chapter 12 in her Rahel

Varnhagen: The Life of a Jewess (1957); and Arendt, “The Jew as Pariah: A Hidden
Tradition” (1944). See also: Ron Feldman, Th w Pariah: Jewish Identi n

Politics in the Modern Age (1978); Richard Bernstein, Hannah Arendt and the Jewish
Question (1996); and Hanna Pitkin, “Jewish Assimilation: The Pariah and Parvenu,”

Chapter 2 in her The Attack of the Biob (1998).
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that are intimately connected with “what” we are. This understanding of pariah in
Arendt’s own work arose in part as a consequence of her historical position as a
German Jew living -- and thinking politically -- in the first half of the twentieth
century. In the 1930s, with the rise of Hitler, Arendt, an intellectual who did not want
to remain silent about what was happening around her, was caught between the
choice of assimilation to German Nationalism or Zionism, love of the Jewish people
and the state of Israel. Arendt chose ambiguity. That is, she refused to align herself
with either cause. As she wrote in her first book, Rahel Varnhagen: The Life of a

Jewess (trans. 1957), which predates Arendt’s confrontation with this decision, “only

ambiguity points a permanent way out” (116). 12 Though she is speaking in this
critical biography of the eighteenth century parvenu Rahel and not herself, it could
be argued that Arendt adopted ambiguity in matters of political affiliation as an
important theoretical and philosophical position. Refusing to be asked to be
embraced and accepted by the very communities to which she belonged -- a
community of women, of Germans, of Jews -- enabled Arendt to articulate some
highly controversial positions on the very struggles being waged in their name.

In what can perhaps be seen as a less than ambiguous statement about her
feelings toward being a Jew and her community of fellow Jews, Arendt sums this up

explicitly in the following passage:

12 Arendt is referring here to Rahel Varnhagen, the Jewess in question, being caught
in the “comically hopeless game” of assimilation to Gentile society. Arendt
encourages the parvenu to “learn[..] history” so as to accept her Jewish identity.
Arendt does not, in other words, suggest here that “ambiguity” might be something
Arendt herself would later adopt when faced with a much more perilous situation
than that which Rahel faced. And, as Arendt scholar Hanna Pitkin observes, Arendt
never really explores what alternatives might have been available to becoming a
parvenu. On one of two occasions, Pitkin points out, Arendt suggests that
Varnhagen's struggle for recognition might have been replaced by the “political”
struggie for equal rights for Jews (see Pitkin 30). See aiso Young-Bruehl, Hannah

Arendt: For Love of the World (1996: 89).
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I am not moved by any “love” [of the Jewish people] . . . for two reasons: I
have never in my life “loved” any people or collective, neither the German
people, nor the French, nor the Americans, nor the working class. . . .
Secondly, this “love of the Jews” would appear rather suspect. I cannot love
myself or anything which I know is part and parcel of my own person (qtd. by
Joanna V. Scott and Judith C. Stark, in Arendt 1996).
The ambiguity is the sense that, though Arendt was committed to many of the
causes and concerns of Jewish life and identity in her political theory and her
activism, she was cautious about having that commitment grounded in a love for
“*what” she is. In Arendt’s political theory, this will manifest itself in her fear of the
potential deworlding of public life that is for her the result of a too intimate
association with identity-based political action (these terms are discussed in Chapter
Two).
wWhen applied to the topic at hand, this stance would most certainly be a
thorn in the side of such notions as, say, gay pride, a love for that which is part and
parcel of oneself. As I will discuss in Chapter Four, gay pride is not only seen as a
personal slogan but has now been deemed a political right, not only by some gays
and lesbians but by various human rights tribunals. Arendt’s complete refusal of
identity and politics in this contemporary sense, while short-sighted, is a useful
reminder of the limitations that can result when the political conversation is deeply
embedded in a love for one’s community. What are the consequences for political
debate when “pride” becomes tethered to the language of rights? My desire to
remain within the context of speaking for, within those discourses spoken by or on
behalf of gay and lesbian subjects, emerges as a result of wanting to bring closer
attention to the problematic formations of community in gay and lesbian politics that
are produced.

Consider, for example, the ways in which the physical and public spaces of

urban neighbourhoods, that is, gay ghettos and their commercial establishments,




15

continue to be discussed. In Great Gay in the Morning! Qne Group’s Approach to

Communal Living and Sexual Politics (1972), a sort of manifesto by a group calling

itself the 25 to 6 Baking and Trucking Society, 13 we are told unequivocally that

“[t]he aim of the gay male liberation movement . . . is to establish and maintain
liberated zones for ourselves and our brothers . . . places where there is nothing to
fear from loving men, where loving men, in all ways . . . is encouraged and

supported. It's where you‘re at when you‘ve really gotten into your homosexuality
and dug it” (52). This is obviously an important sentiment at a moment in time when
legal forces were intent upon keeping gays and lesbians from socializing in public
with each other. But this tendency to see “commercial establishments, social
institutions, neighbourhoods, resorts” (Blasius 1992: 647) as a “liberated zone .

where lesbian and gay men can feel at home in and at peace with world” (Blasius

647) is still in evidence today. As one prominent American activist and author writes,

“[t]he subculture is our refuge” (Vaid 1995: 230). 14 Or, as another writer recently
put it: “[t]he subsequent fact of gay life render{s] it remarkably democratic: in gay
bars, there was less socio-economic stratification than in heterosexual bars. The
shared experience of same-sex desire cut through ciass and race” (Andrew Sullivan
1995: 203). This is because “[g]ay and lesbian communities bind us in a common
humanity -- whether we come together to solve problems like AIDS, or to share

support or to celebrate” (Vaid 381).

13 The name of the group, as the back of the book indicates, arose because
"Somebody said ‘Time is oppressive!’ and stopped the clock at 25 to 6 -- and so the
commune’s name was registered in the phone book.” The references to “Trucking
and Baking” are left to the imagination.

14 vaid suggests, however, that the ghetto is part of the problem, and that “[t]he
goal of a liberation movement must be to eliminate the need for gay and lesbian
ghettos” (34).
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Though much could be made of the mythologizing of gay culture in these
passages, all share a certain attachment to community and belonging that could
potentially foreclose a critical investigation of their politics. These manifestations of
speaking for make it difficult for those of us already constituted as community
members who feel neither the need nor the desire to belong in such ways to opt out
of such attachments to our communities. I wonder what might be gained if we
attempted to do so, if we insisted, in short, that perhaps a little ambiguity in matters

of identity and belonging can point a way out. Or possibly even a way in.

0.6 Trajectories

The thesis is divided into seven chapters plus a conclusion. The first two
chapters offer a review of the theoretical commitments and disciplinary parameters
informing it. Specifically, Chapter One, “Culture, Politics, and the Problem of
Representation: Toward a Politics of Speaking For,” focuses mostly on work in
cultural studies and political theory in order to develop more thoroughly the concept
of speaking for. It argues that cultural studies provides a limited framework for the
questions that animate my critiques. As such, Chapter Two, “Liberation, Equality,
and Uncertainty: Theorizing an Agonistic Politics,” is devoted exclusively to work in
political theory. Specifically, it draws on the work of Hannah Arendt and
contemporary theorists who use her work to engage an agonistic politics. I argue
that such an approach, with its emphasis on uncertainty, dissonance, and struggle as
fundamental aspects of the political, might help circumvent some of the snags and
pitfalls in gay and lesbian political discourse identified in the chapters that follow.

Chapters Three to Seven offer direct confrontation with various manifestations
of speaking for. All of the issues and cases addressed therein are related either to

liberation or equality, defined broadly. Chapter Three, “Community and Identity:
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Critiquing Liberation’s Remainders in Queer Theory and Politics,” confronts the
concepts of gay liberation and a liberatory politics by comparing some late 1960s and
1970s discourses with a number of more recent texts in queer theory and politics. In
keeping with one of the central theoretical objectives of the thesis, this chapter
demonstrates how recent queer critiques of the social, which aim to provide a certain
openness toward identity and subjectivity, are paradoxically establishing very
disciplinary and prescriptive protocols for politics.

Chapter Four, “Eroticizing Democracy, Democratizing Erotics: Homoeroticism
and Citizenship,” examines the relationship between erotics and citizenship, desire
and democracy, and between beliefs and rights. It asks if these pairings are always
and necessarily fruitful ones for gays and lesbians, and it does so by looking to a
number of theoretical texts and specific cases of gay rights in Canada and the United
States. The chapter argues that erotics and desire might not need the kind of
politicization they are given in the context of a “radical democratic politics.” It
concludes with an examination of Gay Pride in the context of recent human rights
rulings in Canada.

Chapter Five, "The Infantalized Citizen: Matthew Shepard and the Discourse
of Hate Crimes,” serves as a companion piece to the preceding chapter, offering an
extensive analysis of the media coverage of the brutal murder of this young, gay
American university student in the Fall of 1998. More specifically, it examines the
ensuing calls to expand the notion of hate crimes to include sexual orientation. In
posing the general questions, How far do we take gay rights, and how far can they
take us?, the chapter looks to the contradictory effects of rights in this case by way
of an understanding of the infantalizing processes that occurred in the media
discourses surrounding Shepard’s death. The chapter extends this analysis by
arguing that a similar process is at work in relation to the type of citizen such rights

produce.



18

Chapter Six, “What Are Homosexuals For?’ The Discourse of Utility in Gay
and Lesbian Politics,” considers two very disparate texts (“manifestos”) written by
two very different public figures in the American gay and lesbian movement, one
who is considered liberal, the other conservative. The objective here in looking at
these two specific texts, and in the question in the chapter’s title, is to develop what
I call the discourse of homosexual utility in gay and lesbian politics. That is, the
belief that homosexuals have some larger function to serve in the social. Such a
position has a long history in gay and lesbian politics, and the chapter aims to
understand the implications of continuing to frame debates in this way. The chapter
poses the question, What kind of subject is useful in the present political climate, and
raises the possibility that homosexuals might not be for anything.

Chapter Seven, ™Coming Out’ in the Public Sphere: Or, What Does it Cost To
Tell The *Truth'?,” returns to a very specific site of a liberatory politics by taking on a
critique of the coming out narrative in gay, lesbian, and queer political discourse. In
this chapter I locate the construction of the good homosexual and bad gayness in
and through these discourses in order to make the claim that the gay subject is
inadvertently being disciplined by the very project that is supposed to set it free. The
chapter argues that we need to reconsider the whole notion of coming out as a
holdover of a previous generation of political agitators, a notion that no longer
automatically serves the political intentions it originally had.

The Conclusion, “Courting the Courts: Same Sex Marriage and Its Narratives
of Exclusion,” opens up onto another specific case of equality, same sex spousal
rights and the drive to achieve gay marriage. Starting with the Supreme Court of
Canada ruling on same sex spousal rights in May, 1999, and the adoption of the
ruling in the province of Quebec, known as Bill 32, I return to some of the tensions
and contradictions addressed earlier. I am not interested in arguing for or against

such things as same sex marriage, but what the discourse surrounding it filters out
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and excludes. It asks, for example, what is at stake in seeing the extension of such
rights to gays and lesbians, rights which are primarily economic in nature, as

coextensive with the murky category of human dignity on which it is based.



CHAPTER ONE
Culture, Politics, and The Problem of Representation:

Toward a Politics of “Speaking For”

We need to be able to insist that the rights of citizenship and the
incommensurabilities of cultural difference are respected and that the one is not
made a condition of the other.

--Stuart Hall, "Culture, Community, Nation” (1993)

[Tlhe shifting distinctions between representation within state and political economy,
on the one hand, and within the theory of the Subject, on the other, must not be

obliterated.
--Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988)

1.1 Let’s Have a “Faggoty Dressup Party”

ON MARCH 12, 1998, in a speech given to a group of initiates into a legal
fraternity at a large dinner party at Osgoode Hall Law School in Toronto, a newly-
appointed judge to the Supreme Court of Canada said that he thought he might have
been invited to a “faggoty dressup party.” This comment came, Judge lan Binnie
responded later, as a result of reading a fraternity initiation manual that referred to
“a fraternity flag, wigs, candles, and dramatic lighting” -- hence, the image of a

faggoty dressup. The remark was front page news in The Globe and Mail, and was

the lead story on the evening’s CBC’s The National. 1

The expected responses to this volatile and infelicitous remark immediately
ensued, including and most notably the assumption that Judge Binnie’s remark
“betrayed a hidden bias against gays” and that “[i]Jt may be an indication that he

doesn’t really perceive gays and lesbians to be a disadvantaged group in Canada”

1 see Kirk Makin, “Supreme Court’s Binnie Apologizes For Gay Slur” (1998); and The
National, CBC, 13 March 1998. See also Kirk Makin, “Binnie Draws Fire From Activists
For Antigay Remark” (1998).
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(qtd. in Makin 1998d); or: “If a member of the Supreme Court of Canada believes it
okay in an after-dinner speech to make a desogatory comment about gays, it means
he doesn‘'t think it is wrong to discriminate against people on grounds of sexual
orientation.” New Democratic Party (NDP) Member of Parliament Svend Robinson,
referred to in an newspaper article as a “leading gay-rights activist,” commented that
“he was very upset when he heard of Judge Binnie’s remark” and that “the words are
deeply offensive.” He also noted that the judge had quickly apologized and Robinson
thought the matter closed (qtd. in Makin 1998d).

In the course of twenty four hours, this remark went from being labeled a gay
slur to an antigay remark, and raised questions about the judge’s fitness to hear
equality-rights cases. John Fisher, Director of the Ottawa-based group Equality for
Gays and Lesbians Everywhere (EGALE), argued, for example, that “Judge Binnie

ought to search his soul to determine whether he has an underlying anti-gay bias

before he takes his place in the court.” 2 He goes on to add that: “If a judge of the
Supreme Court of Canada can use a hateful, derogatory word like ‘faggot’ [sic]
without thinking twice about it, what hope is there for gays and lesbians in our
struggle for equality?” (qtd. in Makin 1998b). An Osgoode Hall law professor
specializing in equality and rights litigation argued as well that “I don‘t think his
apology will prove sufficient for the gay community because he has raised concerns
about his ability to treat gay and lesbian people with dignity and respect, which are
precisely the issues before the court next week” (qtd. in Makin 1998b). Michael

Leshner, an Ontario prosecutor active in the gay rights movement, filed a complaint

2 Judge Binnie was at the time of the remark involved in the case known as M. v H.
involving a section of Ontario’s Family Law Act which excludes gays and lesbians
from provisions governing support payments in the break up of common law unions.
See Kirk Makin, "Gay Rights at Crossroads as Case Opens” (1998). In May 1999, The
Supreme Court of Canada ruled, based on this case, that the current definition of
spouse was indeed unconstitutional because it excludes same sex couples. This
ruling will be discussed in my Conclusion.
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to the Canadian Judicial Council. In his letter, he writes: “Please, on behalf of all
Canadians who love the institution of a Supreme Court of Canada free of slurs
associated with schoolyard bullies, conduct an immediate investigation” (qtd. in
Makin 1998b). The Canadian Judicial Council rejected the complaint in what was
called the “swiftest decision the council had ever made” (Makin 1998a). In response
to Judge Binnie's subsequent attempt to explain how this term just “popped out,”
Leshner opines that the explanation about the initiation manual is too easy: “How
does that, in 1998, conjure up an image of ‘faggoty dressups’? . . . We know what
that [image] is -- a bunch of dancing, preening queens. It is the worst stereotypical
image in our society. It is an image that used to cause straights to throw eggs at
gays and lesbians on Hallowe’en” (qtd. in Makin 1998b).

Adding yet another level to this rich moment, Judge Binnie later suggested
that the term was recalled in his mind from an old Globe and Mail review of Macbeth.
The Globe and Mail saw it prudent to conduct a search of their archives to see if,
indeed, this phrase had been used in their pages. Congratulating Binnie for his

admirable memory, The Globe and Mail revealed that the reference was made in a

1967 column by television critic Dennis Braithwaite, although it was a review of The
Taming of the Shrew and not Macbeth. In the review, Braithwaite criticized the CTV
television network for not showing enough hockey fights by offering a scathing
review of a televised program of the Shakespeare play: “Shakespeare didn't believe
in stage directions or those bracketed character descriptions which means that
directors can give the play any shape they want to. The prevailing convention among

CBC directors seems to be: play it fey, fellows. It’s nothing but a faggoty dressup
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party, really, so let’'s have fun, fun, fun” (*Source of Binnie Remark Traced to Globe

Archives™). 3

In reference to the paradox of liberation and equality mentioned in the
introduction, and which serves as a framework for some of the inquiries that foilow,
these comments illustrate the difficulty of championing and upholding both ideals in
a democratic culture. On the one hand, if we are a culture that values individual
liberty, defined in this instance as freedom of speech, we must be willing to
accommodate Judge Binnie’s remark -- however much we may dislike it or find it
offensive. On the other hand, if we are a culture that values social equality, defined
in this instance as the rights of gays and lesbians not to be subjected to such forms
of speech, then Judge Binnie’s individual liberty must be ceded or held in check.

Broadly speaking, this example illustrates an argument central to the thesis
as a whole: that a conceptualization of politics and the political that purports either
in theory or in practice to resolve the paradox of inequality is one that engenders
remainders that have serious stakes for gay and lesbian representation and
subjectivity. I start with this example to suggest that, rather than seeking to resolve
this paradox, a number of questions cannot get addressed within the terms of the
debate as outlined in the passages above. It is this understanding of that which
cannot get spoken as the site for critical investigation that animates many of the
critiques that follow. First of all, what is going on in the assumption that such speech
acts like faggoty dressup party constitute a hidden bias against all gays and lesbians
and an indication of the perilous state of our equality in Canada? Moreover, why is
such a remark automatically taken up as deeply offensive, derogatory, or hateful?

With the privilege of hindsight, that such a term might indicate a hidden bias against

3 The references to CTV and CBC are not an error on my part. It is not clear from the
article why CTV is being criticized with a reference to CBC dramas.
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gays or an inability to treat us as equal before the law does not seem to be the case
thus far in Judge Binnie’s subsequent actions on the bench. More than a year later,
the Supreme Court of Canada ruled in what is considered a landmark decision that
the exclusion of same-sex couples from the definition of common law spouse is
unconstitutional and discriminates against gays and lesbians. Only one of nine judges
dissented in this ruling -- and it was not Judge Ian Binnie. As one article reports,
“[tlhe old minority of the court -- those already prepared to see homosexual couples

placed on equal footing with heterosexuals -- has won over the newcomers” (qtd. in

Elena Cherney). 4

Secondly, what kind of politics is premised on the elimination of such speech
acts from the public discourse as a necessary component of the struggle for equality?
And for whom do these responses speak? Keeping in mind that it was not the judge
who brought these comments into the public discourse in the first place -- it was the
media, who jumped on this phrase with unprecedented alacrity -- can we, and do we
really want to, make the leap that this remark reveals an underlying bias toward
gays and lesbians, or that this speaks of a perilous state of equality for gays and
lesbians everywhere? If equality in the public sphere is premised on inclusion to
access to the means of democratic participation, might it conceivably be argued that

such a statement invites inclusion and participation, rather than simply promoting

inequality? 5

4 For coverage of this landmark ruling, see Elena Cherney, “Dissenting Judge Shies
Away From Spotlight” (1999); Kirk Makin “Gay Couples Win Rights” (1999); and
Jonathan Gatehouse, “Landmark Gay Ruling Could Affect 1,000 Laws” (1999). The
American publication The Nation referred to the ruling as a “breathtaking leap
forward in lesbian and gay rights” in Canada, leaving our neighbour south of the
border “in the dust” (E.J. Graff, “Same-Sex Spouses in Canada” 1999).

5 Indeed, comparing the original 1967 use of the term with reactions to Judge
Binnie’s recuperation of it would seem to suggest that there is little tolerance for
such comments, that such terms are no longer acceptable to many people -- as they
might have been in 1967.
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Moreover, what these responses to the term faggoty dressup party assume is
a gay or lesbian subject in need of protection from such bullying remarks, a subject
so fragile and vulnerable that it can find nothing in these words but offense and
degradation. This is what I will refer to throughout as evidence of our wounded
attachments (a term I take from Wendy Brown, 1995), an unfettered devotion to
suffering as the site for the negotiation of identities and political contestation. It is
one of the remainders of a political discourse that assumes it can speak for all, that it
can represent an entity called gays and lesbians: that is, it assumes that we are all
equally offended by such remarks, a universalizing of identity which is accomplished
in this instance by the epistemological certainty “we know what that is.”

This response misses a number of crucial points: Do we really know what this
means? And who is the we to which these responses refer? It was the gay-rights
activist, and not the Supreme Court Judge, who conjured up for me an image of
dancing, preening queens. I was content to entertain the possibility that what he
meant was a group of well-dressed, well-coiffed, well-perfumed career men --
another stereotype indeed, but one which questions the force of the “we know what
that is” relied upon in the response. What I am suggesting here is the need to open
up the space of critique to accommodate the possibility that, rather than simply
being offended, at least some of us might have derived some pleasure from hearing
and reading the phrase faggoty dressup party repeatedly in such a dominant public
as our usually staid national news outlets. In examining what such a politics
forecloses and precludes, this thesis aims to provide a critical interrogation of the
kind of political culture created by such manifestations of speaking for. It
investigates, in short, what kind of politics might be possible if we refuse these linear
arguments, if we could see something more than simply offensive conduct in such

actions and our responses to them.
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1. 2 Interdisciplinarity: Cultural Studies, Political Theory, and “Two

Dimensions of Representation”

This chapter serves to address the disciplinary parametres and commitments
informing my critiques of gay and lesbian political discourse. It does so by exploring
a number of different theories of representation in cultural studies and political
theory, as well as by examining how they have been employed in various works on
sexual politics and difference. Taking as a point of departure Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak’s comments on the two dimensions of representation -- within politics, on the
one hand, and theories of the subject, on the other -- the chapter navigates the

notion of representation in the theoretical terrain of cultural studies in order to

problematize the reliance on the concepts of difference endemic in its projects. 6 In
other words, cultural studies, while necessarily informing many of the debates that
ensue, provides an insufficient and limited framework for the analysis of the cultural
politics of gay and lesbian liberation and equality. The overarching embrace of
difference in cultural studies means that a number of key concepts do not fall within
the purview of its analyses. This necessitates an auxiliary theoretical framework,
which has led me to see political theory as an equally important avenue for
investigation. I do not suggest here that political theory can respond
unproblematically to the questions of representation (which will be addressed), but
attempt instead to integrate a number of diverse and intersecting perspectives. The
political theory drawn on in later chapters of this thesis helps inform an

understanding of the political stakes of liberation and equality, not simply as aspects

6 A small little industry has developed in response to Spivak’s work in this and other
pieces. I will limit myself to Spivak’s comments in this article and not reopen the
debate.
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of cultural difference but as aspects of representation within the state and
democratic politics.

The link between cultural studies and political theory is further framed in this
chapter in terms of the concept of community. In thinking through some of the
discursive modalities of community, this thesis argues for a giving up of appeals to
community mapped out as relations of solidarity among its members. It argues
further for a thinking through of community and its relation to politics, to bring
representational politics back into what cultural studies refers to as “the cultural
politics of community,” which tends to foreground the cuitural. This is not to argue,
as some have, that cuitural issues like difference get in the way of “real politics” (see
Willis 66). Rather, I argue that we need a more sustained engagement with what
kind of political culture this cultural politics of community creates. For whom does it
speak, and what avenues of critique are foreclosed in the embrace of the communal
in the context of cultural difference? The chapter concludes with a discussion of
Nancy Fraser and Iris Marion Young, political theorists with a vested interest in
resolving the paradoxes of democracy.

In “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), Gayatri Spivak offers an important

critique of Deleuze and Foucault, 7 in which she suggests that, despite the much-
celebrated critique of the sovereign subject that Deleuze’s and Foucault’s work and
postmodernism generally exemplifies, the sovereign subject is inaugurated and

called upon on several occasions throughout this conversation. In reference to

Foucault’s well-known rejection of theories of ideology, 8 Spivak argues that Foucault

7 Specifically, the interview “Intellectuals and Power” (see Foucault 1989).

8 Spivak’s point in the article is to question precisely this evacuation of ideology in
Foucault and Deleuze, a term I do not engage with in this project. See also Michéle

Barrett, The Politics of Truth: From Marx to Foucault (1991), which discusses the

place of ideology in Foucault’s work.
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simply substitutes this with another corollary, namely: “an unquestioned valorization
of the oppressed subject.” As Deleuze remarks, the objective is “to establish
conditions where the prisoners themselves would be able to speak.” To which
Foucault adds that “the masses know perfectly well -- clearly. . . they know far
better than [the intellectual] and they certainly say it very well” (qtd. in Spivak 274).
In other words, Foucault seems to be suggesting that the oppressed subject, the
subaltern, can fully know, act, and speak, what Spivak refers to as a paradoxical
subject-privileging (275). Spivak’s response to these surprising moments in Deleuze
and Foucault is significant for a number of intellectual and disciplinary endeavors,
specifically her pointed question: “What happens to the critique of the sovereign
subject in these pronouncements?” (274).

In a rather different context, but with a similar tone and similar end,
Rosemary Hennessy (1995) puts Foucault’s critique of the sovereign subject under
the lens of critical scrutiny. Within the context of Foucault's elevation to near god-
like status in queer theory and gender studies, Hennessy comes up on the side of
Spivak’s critique (though she does not look to Spivak), locating in one of Foucauit’s
much-quoted pronouncements a similar return of the sovereign subject. In one of his
fast interviews, Foucault pleads: “"But couldn’t everyone’s life become a work of art?
Why should the lamp or the house be an object, but not our life? . . . From the idea
that the self is not given to us, I think that there is only one practical consequence:
we have to create ourselves as a work of art” (qtd. in Hennessy 166).

Hennessy’s argument is that much of queer theory and queer reading
practices, inspired in part by Foucault, share many affinities with the history of the

avant-garde in the West -- specifically, a reverence for all things aesthetic -- and
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that they are, to their detriment, in the process of repeating them. S Through an

analysis of three authors of the new queer canon,” or the new cultural elite of

academics 10 [judith Butler, Gender Trouble (1990), and Bodies That Matter (1993);
Teresa de Lauretis, “Film and the Visible;” and “Sexual Indifference and Lesbian
Representation;” and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (1990)],
Hennessy suggests that “[q]ueer theory and activism’s conception of identities as
performative significations anchored in individual psychic histories is not very far
from . . . [Foucault’'s] notion of identity as self-fashioning” (166). In other words,
what happens to the critique of the sovereign subject in queer theory’s
pronouncements? Supported by postmodern philosophies of the subject and

revisions of psychoanalytic interpretations of the seif, this notion of identity “poses

art -- not social change -- as the goal of a new ethics” (166). 11

The importance of Hennessy’s argument in the present context of my
discussion of Spivak and representation is her insistence that the “reigning
Foucauldian materialism that reduces the social to the cultural or discourse” (143-
144) needs to be critiqued, a remark which, in its theoretical implications, bears a
striking similarity to that of Spivak. As Spivak suggests, a consequence of the
troubled relationship with representation in Foucault and Deleuze is a reinscription of

a sovereign subject in subaltern studies; Hennessy suggests too that a Foucauldian-

9 On the status of Foucault in queer theory, see Robyn Wiegman (1997), who has
gone as far as to call for “a certain Foucauldian function for the university,” defined
as a view of education that functions not to “liberate the individual into enlightened
citizenship,” but one in which the “individual is tied to the economic and political
forms of the nation-state.” By doing so, she insists, we can and should “queer the
academy” ("Queering the Academy” 1997: 5).

10 This term is Steven Seidman’s, not Hennessy’s. See his “Deconstructing Queer
Theory or the Under-Theorization of the Social and the Ethical” (1995: 123).

11 For a critical reading of Hennessy’s critiques, see Dennis Allen, “Lesbian and Gay
Studies: A Consumer’s Guide” (1997).
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based social critique of sexuality (a.k.a. queer theory) runs “the risk of promoting an
updated, postmodern, reinscription of the bourgeois subject’s fetishized identity”

(153), or what she calls in reference to Fuss, Butler, and de Lauretis the

“postmodern fetishizing of sexual identity” (155). 12 Though Hennessy does not
really provide a “solution” or an alternative -- except to argue that if theorists are
interested in social change they must challenge more than discourse -- her critiques
need to be taken seriously, especially the claims about identity as a form of art and
that the social is often reduced to an arena of cultural representation.

In addition to those cited here by Hennessy, a number of other contemporary
texts reveal this reverence for the aesthetic as a profoundly political project. Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick, one of the most important figures in the institutionalization of
gay and lesbian studies, refers to “lesbian and gay worldly spaces” like “butch
abjection, femitude, leather, pride, SM, drag, musicality, zines” (1995: 13). Lauren
Berlant, one of the more prominent queer theorists at the moment, uses the trope of

“diva citizenship” throughout her engaging collection of essays The Queen of America

Goes To Washington City (1997). Most strikingly of all, Eispeth Probyn, in a text that
moves between gender studies and gay and lesbian studies, calls for the necessity of
“feminisms with attitude” (1993: 139), looking for inspiration to “the virile girl, the
butch baby, full of attitude but not of scorn, lots of street smarts and a bit of muscle”
(Sue Golding, qtd. in Probyn 1993: 138). “This attitude must,” Probyn maintains, “be

grounded in the profound recognition of difference” (1993: 143). It is clear from such

12 Hennessy writes that, "because it is consistently framed in terms of the individual
psyche and its history, the subject for Fuss is ultimately an updated version of the
bourgeois individual” (155). Of Butler, Hennessy suggests that her “approach to the
problem of identity begins with the premise that identity is only a matter of
representation, of the discourses by which subjects come to be established. . . .
Butler effectively conflates the materiality of the social into the cultural” (148-149).
For de Lauretis, she maintains, “lesbian excess is fundamentally and exclusively a
matter of cultural representation” (157).
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quotations that a reverence for the aestheticization of the self as a political gesture
profoundly marks the contemporary politics of sexuality. That is, representation is

configured as a type of self fashioning, a tendency in queer theory generally to

theorize representation as theories of the subject. 13

My point in drawing attention to the arguments above in these two seemingly
disparate texts by Spivak and Hennessy is this: one of the reasons the sovereign
subject resurfaces where we might least anticipate or desire it, one of the reasons
decidedly anti-postmodern strains appear in postmodern critiques, has to do, in
Spivak’'s argument, with an incommensurability between two dimensions of
representation. In reference to Deleuze’s comment in the above article that “there is
no representation; there’s nothing but action,” and that “[r]eality is what actually
happens in a factory, in a school, in barracks, in a prison, in a police station” (qtd. in
Spivak 275), Spivak argues that, if this is the case, Deleuze’s point is problematic on
a number of fronts:

two dimensions of representation are being run together: representation as

“speaking for,” as in politics, and “re-presentation,” as in art or philosophy.

Since theory is only “action,” the theoretician does not represent (speak for)

the oppressed group. Indeed, the subject is not seen as representative

consciousness (one re-presenting reality adequately). These two senses of
representation -- within state formation and the law, on the one hand, and in

ubject-predication, on the other -- are rel irreducibl iscontin
(275; emphasis added).

13 As 1 will argue more extensively in Chapter Three and elsewhere, this structuring
of attitude as a type of identity or self-fashioning in sexual politics can be seen as
akin not only to the history of the avant-garde but as a direct holdover of 1970s gay
liberation. As Carl Wittman writes in “A Gay Manifesto” (originally published in 1968),
“a major dynamic of rising gay liberation is the hip revolution within the gay
community. Emphasis on . . . expressing yourself through hair and clothes are ail
attributes of this . . . the hip street culture” (341). There is something quite perilous
in announcing a social and political movement that is still in process within these
terms. As I will demonstrate later, many contemporary political and cultural practices
share this tendency to declare their actions as revolutionary or emancipatory from
the outset, something I want to caution against.
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Against these postmodern pronouncements that there is no representation, Spivak
reminds us that the subject, for her, does not exist en soi but only through
representation, which is what makes the theoreticians’ actions highly political. Spivak
goes on to suggest that if we are not yet willing to give up the critique of the
sovereign subject, then the distinction between representation as state and political
economy, on the one hand, and as theories of the Subject, on the other, must be
maintained (275-6).

I refer to Spivak’s argument here because it sets out an important debate I
want to pursue on my own terms. 14 rf Spivak is onto something, then the
implications of these two dimensions of representation and the tendency to elide
them have far-reaching implications and consequences for a number of areas. There
are two items in Spivak’s comments that I want to underscore. First, in theorizing
representation primarily as theories of the subject and subject formation, the
majority of discourses that speak for gay and lesbian subjects do so in the interests
of upsetting the prevailing definitions of the subject being constructed, usually as a
form of resistance to dominant representational practices. What is most often left out
of these discourses is an engagement with the politics involved in attempting to
speak for such subjects in the first place. This can be put more clearly if we return to
my example of the faggoty dressup party from the beginning of the chapter. In part,
these responses to Judge Ian Binnie’s comment attempted to repudiate it, and
discipline Binnie in the process, by suggesting that it rearticulates a stereotypical

(always in the negative and therefore homophobic and unacceptable) image of the

14 Clearly, the article referred to in Spivak and the interview in Hennessy can not be
taken as exhaustive of Foucault’s vast body of intellectual work. Furthermore, it
could be argued that, while Spivak chastises postmodern critiques for not attending
enough to representation in the sense of speaking for, her own project in “Can the
Subaitern Speak?” is as extreme in the other direction, ignoring the aesthetic or
cultural dimension of representation almost entirely.
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gay male as a dancing, preening queen. Whether or not that is the image Binnie
desired to conjure up, or whether that was how the comment was interpreted by his
audience, can never be ascertained with certainty. Nor is that what interests me.
More important is the fact that such respondents never stop to ask if this
representation (recall the phrases “we know what that is;” or “I don't think his
apology will prove sufficient for the gay community . . .”) adequately speaks for all
gays and lesbians. Like so much of the discourse of liberation and equality, it is
assumed as a given that our responses to such moments will be the same,
conditioned as they are by our identities. In other words, such representations of
gays and lesbians by gays and lesbians themselves do not get questioned within the
terms of this discourse. It is the prevalence of this practice that I want to begin to
question here in the notion of the politics of speaking for.

Secondly, Spivak's comments are useful here for outlining a predominant
treatment of representation across a variety of theoretical and political practices.
Cultural studies, gay and lesbian studies, and queer theory and politics all share this
troubled and conflictual relationship with these two dimensions of representation.
Though much of the work in the following chapters deals with certain themes and
concepts derived from cultural studies, cultural studies’ emphasis on representation
as theories of the subject (most notable in the centrality of the concept of difference
in much of its literature) over and above that of representation as state formation
and the law offers only one framework for analysis. Of course, I am not suggesting
that these two dimensions of representation do not make their way into the
literature. Indeed, questions of rights, the nation-state, citizenship, and the
postmodern subject have been and continue to be important sites for theoretical and
political work in this field. As I will demonstrate, however, the overriding concern in

these projects with cultural difference means that theories of the state and the law
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are severely attenuated at best. This has led me to see political theory as an
auxiliary theoretical framework for my critiques. Not abandoning theories of the
subject, some of the debates that follow emphasize the need for a more sustained
engagement with representation as state formation and the faw, if only to ask, What
kind of subject is possible in and through the state? In other words, I want to
question the prevaience in theoretical and popular discourse of the state and the law
as the means of our liberation, to understand more thoroughly what is at stake in
seeking representation in this way.

Additionally, throughout the chapters that follow, and in keeping with my
argument that the distinction between these two dimensions of representation are
often collapsed in theories of sexuality and sexual politics, I locate another tension:
on the one hand, a politics of speaking for, the articulation of “our” needs and
demands in democratic culture, necessitates a constituted and consolidated “we” of
political agency; on the other hand, much progressive political work in the area of
sexuality demands that we question how this “we” constitutes and consolidates its
subjects. It is a tension then between political representation and amorphous
subjectivity, one that can be found in the coinage of terms such as “queer civil
rights” or “queer citizens.” Though we might concur, say, with Butler’s important
contention that the “we” of feminism is “tenuous . . . illusory . . . and
phantasmatic,” and though we may agree that this is cause for celebration, since it
opens up the possibilities for bodies, genders, and politics itself (Butler 1990: 142),
this “we” can be more readily and efficaciously valorized when questions of
subjectivity and the cultural subject are at stake. It is another matter when this
phantasmatic we occupies the space of state representation, which requires a certain
formation of community that is consolidated, constituted, and coherent -- indeed,
constituted as coherent. The “subversion of identity” (a la Butler) possible in and

through this deconstructed we has little to say to the projects of representing
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communities as political constituencies, with their needs, demands, rights, desires,
and options in democratic participation. “"Obviously,” Butler argues, "“the political task
is not to refuse representational politics -- as if we could” (1990: 5), but it rests
there in many of the projects that have taken up Butler’'s work. If nothing else, this
tension further supports the claim that the distinctions between representation as
state formation and the law, on the one hand, and as theories of the subject, on the
other, remain distinct. Or, as Stuart Hall (1993) puts it, rights of citizenship and

cultural difference must not be made dependent upon one another.

1.3 Rights of Citizenship and the Incommensurabilities of Culitural

Difference

In response to my suggestion above that cultural studies generally privileges
the cultural and tends therefore to ignore or absent representation in the sense of
state representation or the law, or at least does not maintain the distinction, there
are a number of important exceptions that attend to these two dimensions of
representation, and should be addressed here. In “Culture, Community, Nation”
(1993), Stuart Hall provides an important framework for thinking about
representation within the field of cultural studies that articulates precisely the
conflictual and problematic relationship with the two dimensions of representation to
which I have been referring. Though Hall employs a slightly different vocabulary than

Spivak, he advances a similar claim. Hall writes that:

In the matter of citizenship, of course, there are minimal responsibilities to
those others with whom one shares a political community, just as there are
“rights.” But, far from collapsing the complex questions of cultural identity
and issues of social and political rights, what we need now is greater distance
between them. (360-361; emphasis in original).
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Hall goes on to suggest that, though both the rights of individuals as citizens and
issues of cultural difference need to be respected equally, one must not be made a
condition of the other; they must remain separate entities (361). Hall’'s intervention
into the complex questions of cultural identity and social and political rights could
easily be framed in the vocabulary of Spivak: he is arguing that the shifting
distinctions between representation within the state and political economy (that is,
social and political rights) and within theories of the subject (that is, cultural identity,
or cultural difference) must be seen as incommensurable and irreducibly
discontinuous.

One can easily discern in Hall's words here the motivation behind such a
claim: namely, a certain desire to rid the politics of identity of its recourse to
foundational truths, to extricate from questions of cultural difference the
universalism that claims to rights, with their liberal heritage, enunciate. Indeed, only
by doing so can Hall's political community embrace the cultural differences that are
so central to his argument and the work of cultural studies more generalily.

While Hall’s thesis that we need greater distance between social and political
rights and cultural identity is an important one, we are presented with a rather
difficult problem in the present context of my discussion of the two dimensions of
representation when Hall concludes his article with the following point: “The capacity

to live with difference is, in my view, the coming question of the twenty-first

century” (361; emphasis in original). 15

15 This embrace of difference and the communal is not restricted to cultural studies
theorists. It is also found in Iris Marion Young’s Justice and the Politics of Difference
(1990), and in Cornel West's “The New Cultural Politics of Difference” (1990). West
“affirms the perpetual quest for the precious ideals of individuality and democracy by
digging deep in the depths of human particularities and social specificities in order to
construct new kinds of connections, affinities and communities across empire, nation,
race, gender, age and sexual orientation” (34-35).
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Hall makes similar overtures to difference as the term of cultural inquiry in
"Race, Culture, and Communications: Looking Backward and Forward at Cultural
Studies” (1992). He writes for example that “the work that cuitural studies has to do
is to mobilize everything that it can find in terms of intellectual resources in order to
understand what keeps making the lives we live, and the societies we live in,
profoundly and deeply anti-humane in the capacity to live with difference” (17). In
the context of race in cultural studies, Hall suggests unequivocally that “[i}f you go
to analyze racism today in its complex structures and dynamics, one question, one
principle above all, emerges as a lesson for us. It is the fear -- the terrifying, internal
fear -- of living with difference” (17-18; emphasis in original).

If difference is the central category of cultural inquiry and critique in the
twenty-first century, what then do we do with social and political rights, or the rights
of citizenship, which Hall suggests are incommensurable with questions of cultural
difference? Though Hall addresses explicitly the two dimensions of representation,
the overall focus on difference means that representation is first and foremost a
matter of subjectivity, at the expense of questions of the state.

In an earlier article, "Citizens and Citizenship” (1989), written with David
Held, Hall and Held argue less insistently that rights of citizenship and cultural
difference be kept separate, paying closer attention to rights than Hall does in the
article above. Taking a positive approach to the questions of rights -- positive in the
sense of being generally supportive of them -- Hall and Held argue that
contemporary social movements have upset the “universalizing thrust” of citizenship
by their insistence on their cultural and ethnic differences. “A contemporary ‘politics
of citizenship’ must take into account the role the social movements have played in
expanding the claims to rights and entitlements to new areas” (176; emphasis in

original). In other words, the positive aspects of difference have meant an increase
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in state representation, which is framed here as an inevitably positive transformation
of the social.

Some strains of Hall’s later argument in the article quoted above can be found
here, especially Hall and Held’s intriguing question: “Is there now an irreconcilable
tension between the thrust of equality and universality entailed in the very idea of
the ‘citizen’ and the variety of particular and specific needs of diverse sets of
practices which constitute the modern political subject?” (177). Or, “[ils this the right
moment, historically, to be trying to define claims and entitlements in terms of
membership of the nation-state?” (183-184). These caveats notwithstanding, Hall
and Held celebrate citizenship and the nation-state as fundamental aspects of
minority representation. Quite surprisingly, Hall and Held argue that: “It appears
that a plausible resolution of some of the dilemmas of contemporary politics can only
be provided if enhanced participation is embedded in a legal and constitutional
framework that protects and nurtures individuals and other social categories as ‘free
and equal citizens’” (184; emphasis added). Though Hall and Held do address
representation in terms of the state, or rights of citizenship, they offer here a highiy
problematic, and rather orthodox, vision of the state and the subject: they argue
that, though the state guarantees citizenship rights to its citizens, these citizens also
have the guarantee that the state will not arbitrarily exercise its power against them
(177). Articulating a predominant sentiment in the literature on rights and cultural
difference, these passages portray the state as the neutral or even benevolent
vending-machine of social equality, and suggest that only through increased
participation via the apparatus of the state can disenfranchised groups secure the
protection and the nurturing they are said to need. This is the political equivalent of:
more (representation) equals better (equality).

This is surprising not only because it upsets the logic of his later (1993)

article, but also and more importantly because it develops little critical engagement
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with the consequences and implications of appeals to the state for the distribution of
cultural, economic, and individual equality, as well as for nurturing and protection. It
is precisely the machinery of citizenship that in part constitutes the modern political
subject, an apparatus that cannot and should not be taken as automatically driven
by the interests of an emancipatory, egalitarian politics. As I will mention later in
reference to Wendy Brown, Hall and Held’s resolution here to the problems of
contemporary citizenship casts political subjects in need of protection and nurturing
by the state, which perpetuates rather than disrupts the idemntities on which such
claims are founded: the constitution of the modern political subject as wounded,
injured, and suffering (Wendy Brown’s terms). What is left out of these equations is
the possibility that, as Brown argues, the state actually grants itself a good deal of
its right to govern, to exercise power, by offering its citizems the protection and
nurturing both the state and many of its citizens (including Hall and Held) assume
political subjects require and demand (Brown 1995: 109).

What is interesting to note here is the way rights are framed only as
entitlements (extensions of the privileges accorded to dominant groups), to the
exclusion of the responsibilities and duties that rights also entail. In other words,
seeing the positive achievement of rights as the inclusion of previously
disenfranchised groups, we forget how rights may also produces the subjects they are

said to emancipate.

1.4 The Cultural Politics of Difference and Community

Though the contemporary cultural politics of citizenship endemic to Anglo-
American cultural studies necessarily foregrounds questions of rights and state
representation, the stakes involved here are rarely explored far enough. How do we

account for this absence of critical engagement with rights and subject formation via
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the state? I think it has something to do with the inherent political motivations of
cultural studies, what I would refer to as a desire to promote and celebrate
difference, to value the qualities and characteristics of community, over and above
most other themes. To be sure, Hall and Held maintain that the politics of citizenship
begins with issues around membership, with "who does and who does not belong”
(175). They approach the issue of rights of citizenship with the goal of creating a
sense of community as inclusive as possible, one that allows its individual members
to share the benefits of a community of citizens, with its universalizing thrust of
social and political equality, while still maintaining their individual cultural traits and
characteristics -- their differences. They write, for example, that “permanent
residents in the society, whatever their difference of origin, history, and culture,
must be able to claim common rights and entitlements, as full members of the
political community, without giving up their cultural identities” (187). Hall and Held
refer to this as a “key entitlement” in any modern conception of citizenship.

For Hall and Held, and many others writing under the rubric of cultural
studies, the other, the subaltern, is presented as a challenging and disrupting force
against the universalizing thrust of citizenship by its insistence on its differences.
While not rejecting or refuting these claims, or the necessary and important
interventions they make, a politics of speaking for looks less to advance a politics of
inclusion as disruption in the community of citizens than to question whether or not
disruption of the universality of citizenship is the necessary end result of subaltern
inclusion. It asks instead whether inclusion is always a desirable or politically
efficacious project for such groups.

Bringing together this understanding of inclusion as disruption, Lisa Duggan,
in her appropriately titled article “Queering the State” (1994), offers a compelling
and timely account of the impasse, or the language gap, that exists between the

constructionist nature of queer theory and public political discourse. Duggan poses
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the poignant question, "How do we [that is, queer theorists] represent our political
concerns in public discourse?” (5). Her response to reconciling this tension is to
“queer[...] the state.” Differentiating between queer politics, which lays claim to
public cultural spaces, and lesbian and gay civil rights strategists, who have been the
ones most preoccupied with the politics of the state, Duggan believes it is time for
queer theory to take a more active interest in the state and articulate our politica!
concerns “within a widely understood and accepted libera! discourse” (9), namely:
we should borrow from the liberal language of the separation of the church and state
in order to underscore that the state has no more right to establish a “state religion”
than it does a “state sexuality.” This state sexuality is, in Duggan’s words, “the
religion of heterosexuality” (9), and by adopting this new language “[w]e might
become the new disestablishmentarians” (9). In this way we can reverse the terms
of “antigay propaganda” and articulate the many ways the state promotes and
produces special rights for heterosexuality (9). While compelling, Duggan’s proposal
presents a number of conundrums.

I want to address these by referring to a hypothetical theoretical perspective
that might, at first glance, appear to be useful for informing my own critiques. As
many have argued, queer theory is interested not simply in sexuality but the social -
- which means that many contemporary institutions must come under its analysis. As
such, it would seem appropriate in this context to analyze the place of rights by
calling for a queering of rights (along the lines of the calls for queering the state
[Lisa Duggan] or queering the academy [Robyn Wiegman 1997]). This would,
perhaps, underscore the power relations embedded in them, as well as the
normative institutions on which they are based. But it is not the course I chart, not
only because to do so would be to conflate the two dimensions of representation that
need to be accentuated as conflictual and incommensurable, but because the project

of queering rights (or anything related to state representation) is nonsensical. Rights
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require a consolidated group identity, a coherent we, which goes against much of
what the amorphous connotations queer is said to stand for. As Butler writes: “the
assertion of ‘queer’ will be necessary as a term of affiliation, but it will not fully
describe those it purports to represent” (1993: 230). The nomination of some
cuftural process or form as queer actively seeks to defy the logic of representation
that rights require, which throws into question the efficacy or even the very
possibility of queering the state. To put this another way, Duggan collapses the
distinction between the two dimensions of representation, constructing queer (which
has always been first and foremost about theories of the subject) as a radical site of
difference for negotiation with state formation. There can, in short, be no such thing
as queer rights.

Similarly, the concept of a queer community brings us up against the
impossibilities of community at the level of the two dimensions of representation.16
If queer is not meant to designate a constellation of identities or practices but a
mode of existence, as well as a tool for analyzing the dissonances and excesses of
the social itself, whom precisely does a queer community represent? For whom does
it speak? The notion of a queer community (or a queer citizen) as a means of
political (that is, state) representation is an oxymoron. There is a tension here
between attempts, on the one hand, not to own the term queer, to wrench it away
from specific sites of identity -- to keep it, in short, that which is always
indeterminate -- and on the other hand, to render queer as the constantly reiterated
site for specific struggles and identities: most commonly, “gay,” “lesbian,”

“transgender,” “AIDS,” and now ‘“citizen.” This tension points up the very

16 See, for example John Erni, “Eternal Excesses: Toward a Queer Mode of
Articulation in Social Theory” (1996: 574). This terms appears as a matter of course
in both theoretical and popular writings; references to it are too numerous and
ubiquitous to mention here.
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impossibility of the concept of a queer community within the terms of representation
at the level of the state: a community cannot represent itself if it is simply a term of

affiliation that does not stand for a specific group.
1.5 The Community in Question

In Justice Interruptus (1997), Nancy Fraser offers an instructive footnote on
the difference between the concepts community and the public, and her comments

anticipate the agonistic reading of community and the political that I want to valorize

for re-figuring some of the debates on gay and lesbian politics. Fraser writes that:

the concept of public differs from that of a community. “Community” suggests
a bounded and fairly homogeneous group, and it often connotes consensus.
“Public,” in contrast, emphasizes discursive interaction that is in principle
unbounded and open-ended, and this in turn implies a plurality of
perspectives. Thus, the idea of a public, better than that of a community, can
accommodate internal differences, antagonisms, and debates (1997: 97).
Fraser’s juxtaposition of community and the public is a problematic one to the extent
that it assumes that the term public is better because it is potentially unbounded and
open-ended. This is of course questionable. There are many publics that are very
closed indeed, as Fraser’s own work demonstrates (see Fraser 1997; see also
Habermas1989). Her suggestion, however, that some modalities of community have
difficulty accommodating internal differences and antagonisms points up some of the
problems of community across a range of disciplines, discourses, and political
practices, especially those that advocate feelings of belonging or solidarity among its
various members. Such a vision of community will not be able to question its internal

operations, to ask whether or not this reaily speaks for the community members in

question.
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This appeal to community can be found in a good deal of contemporary sexual
politics, from the early days of gay liberation to the present. Gay historian and
theorist John D’Emilio argues, for example, in his 1979 essay “Capitalism and Gay
Identity” that “[t]he building of an ‘affectional community’ must be as much a part of
our political movement as our campaigns for civil rights” (D’Emilio 1993: 475). More
recently, Urvashi Vaid, former director of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force in

the United States, writes that the “shared gay and lesbian commitment to the

creation of community. . . bind[s] us in a common humanity . . . [makes us] feel
whole . . . [and] nurtures authentic relationships” (1995: 381). In “Love in A Cold

Climate”: Queer Belongings in Québec, Eslpeth Probyn (1994) begins with the

question of what to with belonging, or, quoting Walter Benjamin, “the perplexity of
living” (1). In other words, belonging is equated with living, which implies that
belonging is the essence of existence, the fundamental aspect of identity. All of these
discourses share a deep desire to embrace the communal and the affectional that
community is said to permit; they are often articulations of communal practices
against a hostile, external world. In this way, an oppositional politics is created
whereby the community in question is defined in part against that which it is not -- a
comforting, nurturing, and protective zone structured not by relations of dominance
and subordination but by the celebration of members’ own difference(s).

In "Communities, Environments, and Cultural Studies” (1994), Laurie Anne

Whitt and Jennifer Daryl Slack articulate precisely the problems inherent in the
concept of community in the projects of cultural studies. 17 Drawing on Iris Marion

Young'’s distinction between unity in sameness versus unity in difference, 18 whitt

17 Slack and Whitt provide a good overview of the term community in cultural
studies and political science.

18 see Iris Marion Young, “The Ideal of Community and the Politics of Difference”
(1990).
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and Slack reject a politics of unity in sameness (as does Young) because of its
potential to eradicate the concept of difference ali together. They develop instead a
politics of unity in difference, defined as a “politically activated conceptualization of
community” that yearns for “an understanding of social relations without domination
in which persons living together in relations of mediation among strangers with
whom they are not in community” (Young 303; qtd. in Whitt and Slack 13). That is
to say, their community is established against a world of domination, where diverse
members of many communities can come together in the formation of something
new. While the critique of unity in sameness is an important, timely and promising
one, Whitt and Slack are disabled by a limiting cultural perspective which potentially
leads to a utopian vision of politics. If nothing else, Whitt and Slack’s community in
difference seems like a rather dull place to live. More importantly, however, as a
political project for cultural studies, it presents a somewhat limiting notion of politics,
to the extent that it evacuates the agon, the internal differences and antagonisms, in
favour of solidarity. Like Michael Walzer’s suggestion that “the denial of membership
is always the first of a long train of abuses” (Walzer 62), or Hall and Held’s claim that
citizenship is about “who does and who does not belong,” Whitt and Slack are
primarily concerned with embracing the other in the comforting, protective bosom of
the community. Despite their attempt to create something that is certainly more
than an homogeneous group (Fraser), their unity in difference requires a great deal

of consensus on the part of its members:

To value the communal as non-assimilative “unity in difference” is to embrace
a “plural” conception of community . . . .Having insisted on “difference,” we
need to focus more attentively now on “unity” in the communal. Part of the
effectivity of appeals to community, of what [Raymond] Williams described as
the “warmly persuasive” quality of that term, is the connectedness which it
connotes. It is these relationships among individual constituents of the
community which are central to community; they are what constitute, and
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enable, a unity in difference within particular communities . . . Our suggestion

will be that relations of solidarity and significance are the articulating

principles of the communal (15-16).

Marking an ostensible transition from cultural studies’ preoccupation with difference
to unity and the communal, this focus on solidarity and significance as the principles
of community nonetheless privileges a politics of consensus that ironically limits the
plurality of perspectives such a community could accommodate. Surely politics must
be about more than solidarity and community. Certainly community must be about
more than solidarity. What kind of politics is warmly persuasive? What kind of politics
promotes connectedness, solidarity, significance -- and nothing more? It is this
warmly persuasive quality (persuasive of what?) in appeals to community that offers
little space for critique of certain communities and community practices by those
already constituted as community members. Though this may provide a plural notion
of community (an embrace of cultural differences) it does not provide a plura!l notion
of politics, plural in the sense that politics is an arena of discursive interaction and
contestation in perpetuity.

This nostalgic yearning for the cormmunal and solidarity cannot accommodate
the internal contradictions of community within complex democratic systems -- it
simply brackets contradictions altogether. This is a rather dubious embrace of
difference, since it requires -- indeed, demands -- a level of consensus where all
community members would want to live in relations of solidarity. What about
members who do not want to live in relations of mediations among strangers? What
about members who do not want to live in relations of mediations among other
members of their community? What I am suggesting is that this embrace of the
communal offers little space for already constituted community members to speak
critically of such forms of community representation, and of what its members are

said to want, to need, to deserve.
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This valuation of the communal aspects of community has some serious
ramifications in the political landscape. When applied to specific cultural and political
practices, it asks that we pledge allegiance to a phantasmatic we whose coliective
interests promote a form of consensus about what it means to belong. In Quting:
Shattering the Conspiracy of Silence (1994), Warren Johansson and William A. Percy
congratulate the efforts of journalist Michelangelo Signorile for his vigilance in his
outings (publicly announcing the homosexuality of prominent figures in the U.S.) in

the pages of his Qutweek and The Advocate columns. Qutlining the polarization this

debate has caused, between identification with nationhood or simply with the gay
community, between the right of individual privacy versus group interest (articulated
as “patriotic loyalty to the Queer Nation” [11]), the authors make the rather broad
argument that, in matters of outing, principles of individual right need to be
overridden in favour of loyalty to the collective Queer Nation as a superior good. In

support of outing, they write:

The new practice [of outing] . . . signals the abandonment of a long-standing
principle that participants in the homosexual subcuiture or the gay community
do not reveal one another’s orientation to a hostile and vindictive world. In
the new concept of the Queer Nation, however, disioyalty through hypocritical
perjury of one’s identity seems to merit outing, even if the closeted are in no
way harming fellow queer nationals. The need for collective visibility overrides
the right of privacy (3).
In order to support this position, the authors purposefully reiterate the Christian
discourse on deviancy and guilt to make the claim that the right to privacy is not
absolute, that “such an absolute cannot be relied upon to protect the closeted
hypocrite from public exposure.” They continue: “Christian morality effectively
vitiated and abrogated the privacy of those discovered to belong to the pariah

community. Hence the queer nation, in its struggle against the burden of infamy, is

not obliged to respect privacy if this serves to perpetuate its own defamation and



48

outlawry” (256). As one manifestation of an attempt to speak for and not against

homosexuals, this is not only an unsettling form of jingoism (to the Queer Nation)

but of the articulating principles of the communal. 19 Though I will argue similarly in
the next chapter and elsewhere that we need to hold onto the understanding that
rights are not absolutes, this is what we can expect when we insist on championing
relations of solidarity and the connectedness community is said to promote.

Less problematic but equally limiting, Elspeth Probyn, who like Slack and
Whitt draws on the work of Raymond Williams, urges us to recognize the “necessity
for caring and tenderness within cultural criticism” (1993: 20), to “articulate,
respect, and use our differences” (6). Probyn yearns for a technique of the self fully
expressed in its relationship to the “care of others, in our communities” (6), a
“political project of care and hope” (173). Though Probyn does not share Whitt and
Slack’s vocabulary of the communal and relations of solidarity, her project in Sexing
the Self (1993) is driven by a desire to embrace the difference of otherness, to
“extend the reach of questions about my identity so that they can touch and
embrace those about hers” (2).

But what happens to the cultural studies theorist as a consequence of this
desire to structure care and tenderness into cultural theory? Can the cultural studies
theorist live up to this potential and still maintain a position of critique? In her final
chapter “Without her I'm Nothing,” Probyn takes a great deal of time and care in
situating her “voice” in relation to the critique she offers of comedian Sandra

Bernhard’s film Without You I'm Nothing. Probyn’s inquiries, however, do not live up

to her own call for care and tenderness in cultural criticism. Probyn refers to

Bernhard (definitely a “feminist with attitude”) as “at times obnoxious,” and charges

19 For a discussion of the political tactics of Queer Nation, see Lauren Berlant and
Elizabeth Freeman, “"Queer Nationality,” in Berlant’s The Queen of America.
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her with pandering to “outrageous bad taste” (151) or a “distasteful politics” (156).
She assures us that, in Bernhard’s film, we “can all find something to attack here”
(151). Moreover, “Sandra’s appropriation of black culture” (158), or *Sandra’s desire
to be black” (158) are “offensive” (158), and “Sandra comes off as inept . . .
inescapably white” (159).

Probyn’s intervention here into Bernhard’s problematic and under-theorized
articulation of her desire to be black is spoken against the contemporary tendency to
declare oneself Other, which is why it is important. It is a question of positionality
central to feminist critique. Against Gayatri Spivak’s claim that “what we are asking
for is that hegemonic discourses, the holders of hegemonic discourses should de-
hegemonize their positions and ask themselves to occupy the subject position of the
other” (qtd. in Probyn 1993: 139), Probyn usefully refers to this in reference to
Bernhard as “the postmodern ploy where ‘I’ can decide to be ‘other™ (139). It
becomes clear, however, that care and tenderness in cultural theory is directed only
at other cultural theorists. What are we to make, for example, of the fact that,
though “Sandra’s appropriation of black culture . . . [is] offensive,” Probyn’s own
anaiysis of Bernhard’s film makes a move similar to the one she opposes: “My
reading,” Probyn writes, “borrows from some aspects of black feminist cultural
criticism and attempts to look through their theorizing to use the film in order to see
difference differently” (150). In other words, as long as one can guarantee that one
sees difference differently and not reproduce power relations one can borrow as one
sees fit. The problem is that, such a guarantee will be difficult to secure, regardless

of who speaks and for whom.

1.6 Homosexuality: The “Unruly” Subject of Citizenship?



I want to return now to the previous discussion of the two dimensions of
representation. I will do so in order to underscore more directly how problematic
their conflation can be in the area of the sexualized body and citizenship. In The
Well-Tempered Self (1993), Toby Miller inviastigates the limitations and the
possibilities “for political action under the rubric of citizenship” (218) in contemporary
culture. Drawing on Foucault’s work on technologies of the self and governmentality,
he examines the ways in which what he calls weli-tempered, manageable cultural
subjects are produced and governed through discourses and institutions, which

function by way of a shifting perspective of the subject as “singular, private person .

. . [and as] collective, public citizen” (ix). 20 Miller articulates how this shifting
process produces “loyal citizens who learn to govern themselves in the interests of
the cultural-capitalist polity” through the “technology” known as policy (ix) -- in

other words, how discourse encourages us to produce ourselves in relation to a

regime of the good, civic-minded subject. 21

When Miller turns to look at the ways in which this process is not “inevitable
or unidirectional,” arguing instead for “unruly subjects seeking to reform themselves”
(ix), he presents the other as an antagonizing force to dominant social relations.
Though not problematic in and of itself, Miller's treatment of gay and lesbian subjects
and politics poses some difficulties with respect to the problems outlined above in

relation to Hall and cultural studies, especially an inability to accommodate the

20 On technologies of the self, see: Michel Foucault, The Care of the Self: The

History of Sexuality, Volume 3 (trans. 1986). See also Elspeth Probyn, “Technologies
of the Self: Foucault and ‘Le Souci De Soi’,” chapter five in her Sexing the Self. On

“governmentality,” see: Foucault “La gouvernmentalité” (trans. 1994; originally
published in 1978) in Dits et écrits III; “Governmentality” (first Eng. trans. 1979).

See also the essays in The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality (1991), esp.

Colin Gordon, “Governmentality: An Introduction;” and Graham Burchell, “Liberal
Government and Techniques of the Self.”

21 see also, Anna Marie Smith, "A Symptomology of an Authoritarian Discourse”
(1995).
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conflictual relationship inherent in the two dimensions of representation. Indeed,
Milier accentuates it.

Miller confronts, for example, what he terms the “resistive gay as a
misbehaving public cultural subject working to form the means toward a technology
of the self” (216), and suggests that “[t]his new form of politics is a politics of
hypallage, a reversal of terms.” He continues: “But it is more than an inversion. It
can also be understood as the need for freedom, not merely from the state or
capital, but from the doxa of what it is to be a person, from a particular and limiting
‘type of individuation.” The new freedom serves to ‘promote new forms of
subjectivity’ distinct from the notions of individuality that currently obtain. This is the
freedom to speak différends de soi” (217).

The terms of Miller's inquiry are telling for my purposes: representation is
understood and employed in terms of the cultural subject in order to develop new
forms of subjectivity, new techniques de soi, that, though challenging current forms
of individuality, champion individuality nonetheless. In addition to providing another
framework in which to pose Spivak’s question about the disappearance of the critique
of the sovereign subject in postmodernism, and supporting Hennessy’s comments
about identity (2 la Foucault) as a project of seif-fashioning, Miller seems to be
suggesting here, along with Hall, that the incommensurabilities of cultural difference
(new forms of subjectivity) and the rights of citizenship (state or capital) be
respected and not made a condition of one another. Upon closer inspection, however,
the ways in which representation is employed in Miller's project become more
problematic than Hall’s formulation can address. For, while Miller advocates new
forms of subjectivity as freedom from the state, he simultaneously argues that

representation within and through the state is essential for subcultural groups,
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demonstrating just how conflictual representation in the new cultural politics of

citizenship can be. Miller argues that:

Action inside the apparatus of the state is essential for subcultural groups if
they are to achieve wide-ranging reform in a variety of important areas. But
the means of self-definition, the politics of identity, will tend to serve an
unsatisfactory set of protocols if they are thought through and practiced
within these terms. For the civic cultural subject -- the citizen -- is produced
as a polite and obedient servant of etiquette, within limited definitions of

acceptable behavior (223).

Offering a specific example of the unruly cultural subject in action, the subject
who resists the demands of polite and obedient etiquette, Miller gives an analysis of
queer cultural practices. He tells the following tale of cultural difference and unruly
subjectivity, of différends de soi: On November 26, 1986, when Pope John Paul II
addressed an audience of invited guests at Sydney University in Australia, he was
shouted down by “two men who stood up from their seats holding pink triangle flags
and chanted: ANTI-WOMAN, ANTI-GAY, FASCIST POPE, GO AWAY. They were
immediately dragged by security men or police . . . to the covered area of the
quadrangle and beaten against a red-brick wall. The men, identified as members of
an order of gay male nuns known as The Sisters of Perpetual Induigence, were later
charged with offensive behavior” (180-181). “This was,” Miller states in no uncertain
terms, “clearly, a case of incivility” (181), an instance of the performance of the
unruly subject in action against the state, or of a “parodic politics, the playful satire
of symbolic irreverency that sends messages of subversion” (203). This is a
celebratory conjunctural moment for Miller’s project of incivility and the production of
new technologies of the self not subordinated to the logic of the well-tempered self,
or, importantly, to the polite and obedient demands of the state.

Miller argues further that “[t]Jo speak in a collective way that problematizes

the categories of taste . . . and methodological individualism (Cbehavior’ as per the
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terms of the charge against the Sisters) is to work toward a communal definition of
homosexuality that begins to form a new account of the self” (208). Miller goes on to
suggest that “[t]he Sisters are using categories of outrage from the margins and
blending them with categories of decency from the centre to break up the logic of a
unified subject” (211). This presents a number of problems. Can we really speak in a
collective way, or do we really want to? How precisely does one produce new
technologies of the self and a communal politics of homosexuality simultaneously? A
rather linear notion of power (as margin/centre, outrage/decency), Miller seems to
be making the assumption many theorists made in the wake of Butler’s Gender

Trouble, that parodic performances like that of the Sisters are automatically

subversive. 22

Most importantly, Miller combines the two central issues that are the focus of
this chapter -- the queer antics of the Sisters as cultural production and subject
formation, and the need for action inside the apparatus of the state, that is, political
representation -- by arguing that: “It will remain the task of subcultural groups both
to form their identities through technologies of the seif and then to articulate those
sensibilities, or their material policy corollaries, to the state” (225). While much
pleasure may be derived from the activities presented here, what Miller’s project
does not address is how exactly the queer antics of The Sisters of Perpetual
Indulgence, among other parodic performances, can achieve “wide-ranging reform”
“inside the apparatus of the state” that we are told is “essential for subcultural
groups.” One begins to wonder seriously about the efficacy or even the possibility of
The Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence articulating their sensibilities to the state. What

would that look like? And what would the material policy corollaries of a group of

22 For a discussion of this “misreading,” see Butler's own response to her Gender
Trouble in “Critically Queer,” Chapter 8 in her Bodies that Matter (1993).
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men dressed as nuns chanting down the Pope entail? In other words, is Miller simply
eliding two dimensions of representation here, and to what ends? Contra Hall, Miller
seems to be suggesting that cultural identity should be used as a leverage for
negotiations with the state, that one must necessarily be made a condition of the
other. This is precisely what Hennessy means, I think, in her suggestion that queer
reading practices, inspired by Foucault, partake of a certain reverence for the
aesthetic, for posing art -- conceived as the politics of identity as self-fashioning, of
techniques de soi -- as the goal of a new ethics.

From the standpoint of cultural politics, Miller work is useful for opening up
the possibilities for the relationship between citizenship and behavior, questioning
the extent to which citizenship and the state offer limiting models for action,
subjectivity, and identity. From the standpoint of political theory, this is hugely
problematic: Miller does little to challenge the notion that rights of citizenship need
to be articulated through manifestations of behavior. While he wants to break away
from the limited understandings of acceptable behavior that currently prevail, he
reinstalis the equation that rights and entitlements of citizenship have something to
do with individual and collective conduct. Why is this problematic? It brings the issue
of morality back into the fold of political action, which is something both liberalism
and postmodernism have most certainly attempted to get away from.

As political philosopher Michael Sandel argues in “Moral Argument and Liberal
Toleration: Abortion and Homosexuality” (1989), there are at least two ways to
defend laws against abortion and homosexual sodomy: (1) by arguing that these
practices are “morally reprehensible” and should therefore be subject to prohibition;
or (2) by avoiding moral judgments and arguing instead that, “in a democracy,
political majorities have the right to embody in the law their moral convictions”
(521). Similarly, he suggests that there are at least two different ways to argue

against anti-abortion and antisodomy laws: (1) by arguing that such laws are unjust



because the practices they prohibit are morally permissible or even at times
desirable; and (2) by arguing that the morality of such practices is irrelevant because
individuals have a right to choose for themselves whether to engage in such
practices. Sandel calls these two views the naive and the sophisticated. The former
says that “the justice of laws depends on the moral worth of the conduct they
prohibit or protect,” while the latter says that “the justice of such laws depends not
on a substantive moral judgement about the conduct at stake, but instead on a more
general theory about the representative claims of majority rule and individual rights,
of democracy on the one hand, and liberty on the other” (521). In short, the naive
view hoids that the justice or injustice of laws depend on the morality or immorality
of the practice, which the sophisticated view rejects.

I neither support nor refute Sandel’s arguments here. The point is that Miller's
conflation of rights and behaviour, of new technologies of the self and the apparatus
of the state, is naive in the sense that it does little to upset the equation that the
injustice or justice of the law (as exemplified in the example of the Sisters being
charged with “offensive behavior”) depends on the morality or immorality of the
practice. Miller's response is, on a theoretical level, no different than the justification
for the actions he condemns: both assume that the justice of such actions depend
not on principles of individual rights and liberties but on a substantive moral
judgement about the conduct in question. To counter the charges made by the state
against the Sisters’ actions, Miller tells these subjects that they need to conduct
themselves through incivility or unruly subjectivity. Hence, the justice of the action
depends on the moral worth of the conduct it protects. Miller has not removed
sexuality and civic conduct from issues of morality. He has just reinvented what
morality means in these contexts, and who gets to decide.

What I am trying to suggest in reference to Miller’s account of the resistive,

misbehaving gay as an unruly cultural subject seeking to transform itself is a



tendency in cultural theory to see the cultural other in ways that are at times
romanticized and idealized, an understanding of the power of the other solely in
terms of disruption or resistance. The unfortunate side-effect of this is reintroducing
moral arguments into the political debate. This tendency can also be located, for
example, in Homi K. Bhabha, who, in his much-quoted essay “DissemiNation: Time,
Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation” (1990), writes about what he
terms the “uncanny moment of cultural difference.” “The minority,” Bhabha insists,
“does not simply confront the pedagogical, or powerful master-discourse with a
contradictory or negating referent. It does not turn contradiction into a dialectical
process. It interrogates its object by initially withholding its objective. Insinuating
itself into the terms of reference of the dominant discourse, the supplementary
antagonizes the implicit power to generalize, to produce sociological solidity” (306)
or “the homogeneity of cultural experience” (308). Bhabha continues by arguing that
*[m]y interest lies only in that movement of meaning that occurs in the writing of
cultures articulated in difference” (312). This movement of meaning is framed as

follows:

The aim of cultural difference is to re-articulate the sum of knowledge from

the perspective of the signifying singularity of the other that resists

totalization -- the repetition that will not return as the same, the minus-in-

origin that results in political and discursive strategies where adding-to does

not add-up but serves to disturb the calculation of power and knowledge,

producing other spaces of subaltern signification (312; emphasis in original).
In addition to mounting what is undeniably a metanarrative (“the sum of
knowiedge”), Bhabha presents the subaltern as a singular force against totalizing
knowledge claims. The unruly other, the minority, in Bhabha here is seen, to use
Miller's words, as a reversal of terms, a politics of hypallage.

What I am trying to suggest is that the project of redefining the culture of

citizenship in Hall, or of developing new techniques de soi in Miller's case, or of
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community in solidarity in Slack and Whitt, or finaily of the antagonizing force of the
subaltern, in Bhabha -- all of these interventions foreground first and foremost
representation in the sense of theories of the subject. By privileging the cultural and
the aesthetic, they construct a hierarchy of subjectivity that sets the cultural Other
outside of -- or at least antagonistic to -- dominant social relations. What if we were
to ask instead: What if the other, the supplementary, or the subaltern, does not
simply function as antagonizer, as disruption? How are we to reconcile this, and how
do we theorize it?

Another way to frame this problematic is to locate “a tendency to externalize
political disappointment by blaming failures on the character of power ‘out there’
(Wendy Brown 1995: xii). As Wendy Brown argues, the liberal subjects’ claims to its
exclusions from power and entitlements are often premised on finding failure within
the subject itself or turned outward in order to avenge the suffering (1995: 67). Not
limited to the liberal subject, this assumption of power as something out there can
be seen in Miller, whose project of a new cultural politics of citizenship and
subjectivity attempts to disrupt the externalizing powers of institutions, discourses,
the cultural-capitalist polity, by calling for a production of new subjects who are not
polite and obedient servants of the state.

Nor is this restricted to cultural studies. This tendency to construe power as
something out there is equally as pervasive in contemporary theories and politics of
sexuality. In her highly influential essay “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of
the Politics of Sexuality” (1984), Gayle S. Rubin writes that: “A radical theory of sex
must identify, describe, explain, and denounce erotic injustice and sexual oppression.

. it requires a convincing critical language that can convey the barbarity of sexual
persecution” (9). Given that Rubin elsewhere argues in this lengthy piece for what
she calls the limits of feminism, rejecting the tendency of most progressives to turn

to feminism for guidance as a consequence of the absence of a more articulated



radical theory of sex, one wonders where precisely the radicalism of this radical
theory of sex lies, since it reiterates and entrenches an outdated feminist politics
content with the identification, description, explanation, and denunciation of the
conditions of power that produce wounded and injured subjects. Though this

appeared in 1984, the assumption that this cataloguing of sexual persecution

constitutes a radical theory of sex remains with us today. 23
What we might refer to here as the discourse of resistance has of course been
taken up as leitmotif in gay and lesbian politics, its theoretical variety no doubt

informed by Foucault. Refiguring the work of her ground-breaking Gender Trouble

(1990), Judith Butler positions her later project in Bodies that Matter (1993) as
follows: “the question,” Butler proposes, “is no longer, How is gender constituted as
and through a certain interpretation of sex? . . . but rather, Through what regulatory
norms is sex itself materialized?” (10). Not restricted to issues of gender and
sexuality, this framework includes race in its analysis of regulatory norms. Butler
looks, for example, to Nella Larsen’s Passing, which “rallies both racial and sexual
anxieties, and compels a reading which asks how sexual regulation operates through
the regulation of racial boundaries, and how racial distinctions operate to defend

against certain socially endangering sexual transgressions” (20). "This text accepts

23 The article first appeared in Pleasure and Danger, ed. Carole S. Vance. See also:

The Lesbian _and Gay Studies Reader, eds. Henry Abelove et al. (1993); and
American Feminist Thought, ed. Linda S. Kauffman (1993). Page references here are

from the version that appears in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader. Rubin has
written responses to this essay, calling her earlier appeals to increased theorizing of
sexuality and its politics “quaintly anachronistic in 1992” (56), the date of her
“Afterword,” given the proliferation of work in this area (see her “Afterword,”
American Feminist Thought 56-64). Nonetheless, this response retains the tendency
to externalize political failure on the character of power “out there.” In a section of
her “Afterword,” entitled “*We Told You So,” Rubin suggests that all her predictions in
1984 have been realized in the 1990s, that we are now worse off then we were
before: “It is a pretty grim picture. Those of us who warned of the dangers of
antiporn and other antisex politics may get some faint pleasure from vindication. But
on the whole, I would rather have been wrong” (62).
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as a point of departure Foucault's notion that regulatory power produces the subjects
it controls, that power is not only imposed externally, but works as the regulatory
and normative means by which subjects are formed” (Butler 22). More recently,
Butler articulates this in the context of hate speech and injurious discourse in the
U.S., including antihomophobic formulations of identity in military culture, in order to
demonstrate how we can use the words that wound as an “instrument of resistance
in the redeployment that destroys the prior territory of its operation” (Butler 1997a:
163). This is exemplary of something that has been persistent all along: how the
performative can work in “counter-hegemonic ways” (Butler 1997a: 160).

Without rejecting these critiques, this thesis starts from the premise that this
point of departure is only part of the picture, and aims to question its centrality in
gay and lesbian politics by looking at the regulatory norms inadvertently produced in
those discourses that speak not against certain socially endangering social
transgressions but for them. What I have in mind in this politics of speaking for takes
the cue from Wendy Brown, who, in critiquing this tendency toward the
externalization of power in progressive politics, looks to the “more sober practice of
searching for political disappointment’s ‘cause’ in our own psychic and social ranks”
(1995: xii). Though this creates other problems -- including how to define “our own,”
for example -- there is a promise in Brown’s reminder that “the viability of a radical
democratic alternative to various political discourses of domination in the present is
not determined only by the organization of institutional forces opposing that
alternative but is shaped as well by political subjects’ desire for such an alternative”
(xi). In other words, in developing a critique of the politics of speaking for, a whole
set of different questions might ensue if we ask instead what is mobilized not by
those who would oppose us but by the very proponents of gay and lesbian liberation

and equality.
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The limitations of resistance as a political tool is summed up best as follows:
Resistance, Brown argues, “is an effect of the regime it opposes. . . Resistance
stands against, not for; it is reaction to domination, rarely willing to admit a desire
for it, and it is neutral with regard to possible political direction” (1995: 22). In
questioning the centrality of this Foucauldian-inspired theory of resistance in gay and
lesbian/queer politics, I want to ask what might be gained, at this historic juncture,
by attending to the ways our politics is itself very much conditioned by the regime it
opposes. As I hope to demonstrate, it is not simply at risk of being an effect of that

regime but of reproducing its strategies.

1.7 Representation and the Politics of the State

As these comments suggest, of significant importance for my thinking on

these matters is Wendy Brown’'s States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late

Modernity (1995), which offers an auxiliary theoretical framework for thinking
through the complex questions of representation. Implied in the word “states” in the
title is a dual meaning, at once a critique of rights-based political struggles (the
State) and a critique of the pleasure seemingly derived from our cuiture’s tendency
to find comfort in maintaining one’s individual and group identity as a “state of
injury” or tethered to certain “wounded attachments.” In brief, states of injury
articulates a double movement between state representation and representation as
theories of the subject, and is therefore of tremendous use to the inquiries that
follow.

In a critique of political theory, feminism, and contemporary politicized
identity practices, Brown’s engaging text “consider{s] how certain well-intentioned
contemporary political projects and theoretical postures inadvertently redraw the

very configurations and effects of power they seek to vanquish. . .” (ix). Drawing on
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the work of Marx, Nietzsche, Weber, Foucault, and “selected feminist and cultural
theorists” (3), Brown looks to the paradoxes involved in contemporary emancipatory
projects that turn to the state to administer justice, cautioning against assuming
representation in any simply sense. Brown underscores, for example, the
contradictions involved when women’s struggles for justice against patriarchy are
grounded in the same institutions that are founded on and constitute that very
structure: the state, Brown argues, “achieves a good deal of its power through its
devious claims to resolve the very inequalities that it actually entrenches by
depoliticizing. Achieving its ‘universality’ and reinstating the ‘particularity’ of civil
society through this depoliticization, by this ruse it also acquires its ‘right’ to govern -
- to legislate and adjudicate, to mobilize and deploy force” (109). In a sense, this is
to ask how much it costs the subject to insist that its identity, and its liberation, will
be located in unfettered access to the apparatus of the state. Upsetting decades of
work in liberal and even more radical forms of feminism, where “[t]he project of
representing women has been a condition of possibility for feminism and continues to
provide the underlying epistemological basis for [its] articulations” (Probyn 1993: 7),
Brown suggests that representation as state formation and the law tends to de-
politicize politics by producing identity founded on ressentiment. Defined, following
Nietzsche, as “a righteous critique of power from the perspective of the injured”
(27), ressentiment is “the source and consequence of a contemporary tendency to
moralize in the place of political argument” (27). Brown suggests that we need to
“understand the codification of injury and powerlessness . . . that this kind of
moralizing politics entails,” (27), pointing out that this tendency “is perhaps nowhere
more evident than in the contemporary proliferation of efforts to pursue legal redress
for injures related to social subordination” (27). As mention in the previous section,

Toby Miller's attempts to alleviate powerlessness on the part of the socially
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subordinate do not replace moralizing in political debate; they simply add a new
chorus of morality to it.

Though I will return to Brown throughout, I want to address here the
importance of her political theory for questions of public representation by focusing
on the implications of representation within the dimension of state formation and the
law. Brown offers a response to what I have identified as cuitural studies’ troubled
and conflictual relationship with representation not by replacing cultural studies and
its embrace of difference tout court, but by enhancing its theoretical trajectories by
posing the questions of representation from a different frame of inquiry. Brown
speaks directly to representation in the sense of law, state formation, and political
economy -- speaking for, as defined by Spivak -- but her framework intersects as
well with cultural studies, to the extent that her theoretical posturings on
representation explicitly engage the Ilimitations and the stakes of political
representation for questions of the subject and subject formation.

This intersection of the two dimensions of representation is most acutely
articulated in Brown’s postulation that seeking representation through the state often

produces and perpetuates, rather than alleviates, the injury on which subjectivity is

founded. 24 In a sense, she is suspending Hall’s claim that the rights of citizenship
and the incommensurabilities of cultural difference be respected; she is rejecting too
the position that difference is the question of the coming century. Though Brown'’s
work might be sympathetic to such projects, it seems unwilling at this historic

moment to accept or take for granted that difference is the singular most important

24 gee also, Judith Butler, Excitable Speech (1997), which is decidedly invested in
Brown’s polemics, particularly Butler's discussion of the discursive ways in which
injurious words wound subjects. Particularly striking in relation to Brown is Butler’s
query about what gets lost when political discourse is merged with juridical ones,
which has as a result that political opposition is simply reduced to an act of
prosecution (see Butler 1997a: 50).
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frame of reference for posing questions of cultural representation. In effect. she
takes this further by implying that, in fact, it is too late: cultural difference is aiready
profoundly negotiated through the apparatus of the state. It is the consequences of
this historical and cultural shift that needs to be brought into sharper focus.

Citing separate but similar arguments by Stuart Hall (1988) and Sheldon
Wolin (1989), specifically, that the contemporary political scene has witnessed a

dramatic rise in recent years in state powers and the jeopardizing of the rights of

citizenship through foreign and domestic policy,25 Brown argues that if Hall and
Wolin are right, a troubling phenomenon can be located: a “progressive theoretical
and political indifference to . . . appeals to expand state benefits, and the ever-
increasing reliance on the state for the adjudication of social injury” (18). Ironically,
since Brown quotes Hall here, this is precisely what Hall and Held argue in the article
I quoted earlier. Perhaps indifference is too strong of a word here; but certainly the
valorization of the state as the instrument to redress subordination is evidenced in a
great deal of cultural and political work. Though the specific focus in Brown is
contemporary feminism, she claims that critical theory generally has turned its
attention away from questions of the state at the moment when a “distinctly late
modern form of state domination was being consolidated” (18), especially in the mid-
to late 1980s. Though I am not interested in positing anything as overarching as
state domination, an inquiry into the politics of representation requires that we turn
our attention back to questions of the state, viewed most broadly as an engagement
with the proliferation of rights claims among their proponents in a variety of different
political persuasions in gay and lesbian political discourse. It must respond as well to

the claim that the “progressive political agenda in recent years has become more

25 See Brown 198; the reference to Hall is his The Hard Road to Renewal (1988),
chapter 4; the reference to Wolin is “Democracy in the Welfare State,” in his The
Presence of the Past (1989), 171-174.
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concerned not with democratizing power but with the distribution of goods,” which
includes “pressuring the state to buttress rights and increase the entitiements of the
socially vulnerable and disadvantaged” (5), what Brown refers to as an economic
formulation of equality by the Left and by liberals. %

Brown’s interventions into feminism and critical theory have inspired me to
think through how the inclusion of gay and lesbian subjects into the projects of rights
and democratic citizenship has not only not exhausted the possibility of politics, but,
more importantly, given its current configuration, might actually circumscribe and
counteract what a liberatory politics is said to advocate and overcome. Whereas Hall
and Held (as well as theorists like Nancy Fraser and Iris Young, addressed at the end
of this chapter) assert that a viable resolution to the conundrums of contemporary
politics is enhanced participation in a legal and constitutional framework that protects
and nurtures its citizens, Brown does not rest content with the axiom in liberal
feminism that women always already need to be included in state representation.
Brown claims in no uncertain terms that the convergence of gender and the state in
the project of a feminist theory of the state does not exhaust the questions,
complexities, contradictions and problems this convergence demands. Indeed, it may
very well be the case that this convergence engenders more problems than it can
solve.

While feminist interventions mapped out important ways radical democrats
might enable forms of contemporary democratic participation that do not follow
regimes of “regulation, discipline, exploitation, and domination” (Brown x-xi) --
which is also part of the important intervention in much of the work of cultural

studies -- they left “uninterrogated the question of the subject doing the negotiating”

% See Eric O. Clarke, Virtuous Vice (2000), on the economic formulation of equality
in gay and lesbian visibility politics.
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(xi). Brown argues that to map power in this way -- as merely oppositional and
therefore progressive or radical -- “was to assume that the politically motivated
subject sufficiently cognizant of the map of power would plot appropriate strategies
and tactics given its aim of democratizing political life,” as well as, we might add,
assuming unfettered access to that knowledge. What gets left out of this equation is
an understanding of the subject that is formed through the very discourses that are
being denounced. (xi) In other words, representation via the state has profound and
not always automatically liberating or democratic effects on subject formation.
Despite the call for queering the state (Duggan), gay, lesbian, and queer academics
have a rather ambivalent relationship to state representation. Most (but not all)
reject such calls for inclusion as part of the assimilationist agenda of liberal politics,

and therefore shun questions of the state altogether (though they certainly rally

behind it when their rights seem threatened). 27

There is ample evidence to support the belief that current debates in gay and
lesbian politics, especially those informed by rights, are in the process of making
some of the same assumptions that Brown charts here in feminism. Most important
is an inattention to the problem of subject formation by and through the very
discourses and projects that are supposed to “set us free,” or at least to open up
democratic life and participation. Vaid maintains, for example, that “[t]he courtroom
is the stage on which marginal ideas and groups assert themselves in the
mainstream. Litigation on behalf of gay rights has radically changed the expectations
under which all gay people live today; we no longer put up with discrimination”
(1995: 131). Articulating the dearly-held belief that litigious representation and

visibility for gays and lesbians is a fundamental condition of possibility for our

27 see especially my discussion of Michael Warner and Lauren Berlant's “Sex in
Public” (1998) in Chapter Three.
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liberation, we ignore at our peril what kind of subject is possible in and through such
discourses and projects. By seeking forms of representation that more often than not
rely on claims to injured and wounded identity, or an oppositional politics that
articulates what we want on the basis of that which we are excluded from, a critical
politics of speaking for does not privilege rights but attends instead to their
remainders, those aspects of politics that emerge in the space of the conflictual
terrain of representation. That is to say, it asks, What kind of subject do rights make
possible, and what kind of subject do they foreclose?

A number of recent Canadian cases illustrate the insightful and timely nature

of Brown’s claims, what we might refer to as “the therapeutic effects of

jurisprudence” (Lauren Berlant 1998: 282). 28 In two unrelated but not dissimilar
claims filed by the Canadian Human Rights Commission against the federal
government, testimonials by those seeking compensation are premised on the
grounds of recrimination against individual material and psychic suffering. To
paraphrase Judith Butler, political opposition is reduced to an act of prosecution
(1997a: 50). In one case, an employee of the federal government who said she was
not promoted because of a learning disability (which is grounds for discrimination
procedures under the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms) was granted her

promotion by order of the rights tribunal and was compensated for lost wages. The

28 gsee also Mary Ann Glendon (1991), who argues that it is now a conditioned
response to turn every controversy into a rights issue, where rights talk becomes a
parody of itself.

Much of the theoretical material informing my critiques is American, which in turn
draw on European political philosophy. I use Canadian exampies when possible to
point to the increasing relevance of this litigious politics in the Canadian context. See
also Erin Anderssen, “Government a Lawsuit Target” (1998), which argues that, as
more Canadian individuals and groups are bringing the state to account for inflicting
harm, we are witnessing what he calls a “"US-style cuiture change.” See also Paul M.
Sniderman et al., The Clash of Rights: Liberty, Equality and Legitimacy in Pluralist
Democracy (1997), which challenges the perceived truth that Canadian political
culture is markedly different from that of the U.S.
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tribunal ruled that the employee “should be promoted immediately to the level she
was seeking and then moved on to the executive level -- without competition -- as
soon as a position is available and she has completed the necessary training.” In
addition, and most significantly, the tribunal ordered that special compensation be
given for “hurt feelings,” which is a compensatory category in Canadian human rights
legislation. What are hurt feelings worth? About $5,000, the amount awarded in this
case ("Woman Wins Promotion” 1998).

A second case involves a gay male couple who fought the Canadian federal
government against the future of the definition of common law or married spouse. A
federal employment and immigration department employee argued that his long-
time partner should not be excluded from his health and dental plans. “We
constantly fight this kind of imposed invisibility. There is some movement now to
recognize gay people as individuals, but that doesn't go far enough. You have to
recognize the relationships we have and the commitments we make,” he says. In
addition to asking the government for $2,000 to cover medical expenses for his
partner, $5, 000 in compensation for hurt feelings was also sought (qtd. in Karen
Patrick 1995). With the luxury of hindsight, we now know that there has indeed been
such a move: the Canadian federal government is now recognizing same sex
partners as spouses (see Conclusion). It is significant that visibility and affirmation
are premised on that which we are excluded from, something that informs many of
the arguments for rights generally. In insisting that the federal government
recognize the commitments we make, we assume that the state should liberate us
from our condition of invisibility, and that the state has a role to play in
strengthening our commitments.

Another case, a court ruling hailed as a “stunning victory” and a “landmark

case against Toronto police,” an Ontario court judge ruled that police had failed to
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warn women that a serial rapist was stalking their neighborhood and awarded Jane
Doe, the “fifth and final victim” of said rapist, the amount of $220, 000. In her

ruling, the judge concluded that:

It is no answer for the police to say women are always at risk and as an
urban adult living in downtown Toronto they have an obligation to look out for
themselves . . . The conduct of this investigation and the failure to warn, in
particular, was motivated and informed by the adherence to rape myths as
well as sexist stereotypical reasoning about rape, about women and about
women who are raped (gtd. in Kim Honey 1998).
The case is said to break new ground because it demonstrates a breach of the
Cha rter of Rights and Freedoms by the police force (specifically, equality rights and
the rights to security of person); it also “expands the responsibility of the police to
gives people the information they need to protect themselves against harm,” a legal
specialist argues.
Not surprisingly, the implications of the case are extended beyond lane Doe
and even beyond women'’s rights. Jane Doe’s lawyers argue that: “It establishes a
very important precedent, not only for women, but for other communities as well,
whether it be people of colour or lesbian and gay community or any other community
that might be subject to discrimination by police forces and police officers.” The
President of the National Action Committee on the Status of Women agrees that the
rulimg will benefit other “minority-rights organizations that feel police have
discriminated against them.” “It clearly opens the door for other oppressed groups to

utilize the justice system to seek recourse in terms of other human-rights violations

by police, such as racist acts, ableist acts, ageist acts, homophobic acts, etc.” (qtd.

in Kim Honey 1998). 29

29 see also, Henry Hess, “Jane Doe Ruling Tricky for Police” (1998).
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This third case reveals Brown’s insight about the paradoxes of women’s
struggles for equality through the state when the state is already invested in that
very inequality. The executive director of a Rape Crisis Line celebrates Jane Doe’s
lawsuit for “validat{ing] the experiences of many survivors of sexual assault:"” “it felt
incredible for a few minutes to hear the reality of our lives confirmed by the courts.”

She goes on to point out that “sadly, in spite of all the changes, the justice system

remains male-driven, offender-focused and patriarchal in structure.” 30 Indeed, this
is hailed as a victory precisely because it puts the flaws and the limitations of such a
system onto the agenda of public debate; it reveais the values that permit these
cases to come forth in the first place; and it ostensibly helps us move toward the
eradication of them. This is, however, a form of political representation (“the reality
of our lives™) that is, ironically, content to perpetuate the status quo, since it merely
“confirms” rather than works to destabilize that reality. Destabilization of that
representation might come in time through such cases, but it is not their raison
d’étre.

It is, then, a question of which political agenda gains dominance: the politics
of suffering or the politics of equality? As such a case demonstrates, these two are
dramatically intertwined in public discourse. An alternative reading of this case, from
the perspective of subject formation in and through representation by the courts,
might also suggest that such a ruling merely validates one’s identity as wounded or
suffering, while leaving the identity, and the social apparatus that helps produce it,
wholly intact. It recodifies social injury as a site for regulation through the very
discourse that hails such a ruling a victory for women and all oppressed groups. That

is to say, it asks that equality be vetted out by an institution that has never been

30 Quoted in “Jane Doe’s Victory,” Letters to the Editor, Globe and Mail 7 July 1998:
A20. Interestingly, right beside this letter is the editorial “"There’s No Victory in Being
a Victim.”
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fuily interested in or committed to such groups. In this way, such victories are
merely expansionist: they are premised on the inclusion of that which has previously
been excluded. While having one’s life confirmed by the courts in this way may seem
like the expedient thing to do, a series of questions that cannot be addressed in the
terms of the debate needs to be raised. I mention these examples here because a
similar logic permeates a number of gay rights cases explored in more depth in

Chapter Four and elsewhere.

1.8 Refusing the Agon: Solving the Paradox of Democracy

As suggested in the opening of this chapter in reference to the term faggoty
dressup party, contemporary democratic debate is often premised on the belief that
not only is inequality illicit in democracy but that its very eradication is required of
the work of politics. In this particular case, this was defined in part as the elimination
of pejorative terms like faggoty from the public discourse. In the final section of this
chapter, I want to explore this further under the heading refusing the agon, and look
to the contradictions and limitations a politics that seeks to eradicate inequality
engenders. This will set the ground for the chapter that follows, which discusses an
agonistic politics as one which can help open up the debates in gay and lesbian
political discourse.

In her important and widely-quoted essay “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A
Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy,” reprinted in her Justice
Interru (1997), Nancy Fraser offers a critique and reworking of Habermas'’s
model of the public sphere. In contrast to Habermas, Fraser suggests that what
democratic theory requires today is not a monolithic construction of a public defined

by a “common good,” but rather, a multiplicity of competing publics as a necessary
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condition for the move toward a more democratic and egalitarian society. Whereas
Habermas believes it possible and desirable to bracket or neutralize difference in the
interests of deliberation of the common good, Fraser is cautious about such
attempts, raising “serious doubts about a conception of the public sphere that
purports to bracket, rather than to eliminate, structural social inequalities. We should
question,” she adds, “whether it is possible even in principle for interlocutors to
deliberate as if they were social peers” given the larger societal pattern of dominance
and subordination (79; first emphasis added; second in original).

Fraser’s insightful thesis at the beginning of Justice Interruptus is that our
present political climate is a postsocialist one, defined as a split between the politics
of recognition and the politics of redistribution. Fraser makes the interesting
observation that “[c]laims for the recognition of group difference have become
intensely salient in the recent period, at times eclipsing claims for social equality.”
Fraser argues that we are moving away from a “socialist political imaginary” (2),
where the central problem of justice is redistribution (of wealth, of material goods, of
access to them), toward a conception of justice as recognition of difference (cuitural
questions like race, gender, sexuality, nationalism), what Fraser refers to as the
“decoupling of cultural politics from social politics” (2). In a sense, this is a variation
on the two dimensions of representation, as Fraser, it could be argued, is suggesting
that representation as theories of the subject has now gained supremacy, at the
expense of state-aided redistribution. Her project of justice is premised on bringing
both elements back into the political fold, such that our “new intellectual and political
task” would be that of formulating a “critical theory of recognition, one that identifies
and defends only those versions of the cultural politics of difference that can be
coherently combined with social politics of equality” (12; emphasis added).

Though Fraser says that “the proliferation of subaltern counterpublics means

a widening of discursive contestation, and [that] that is a good thing in stratified
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societies” (82), she assumes with Habermas that subordinated groups can fully
articulate their needs and wants, that they can reach a kind of communal consensus
about what will best further their social equality. While an undeniably important
project for social justice, it is limiting for the kinds of questions I want to ask. Can
subaltern groups really achieve the goal of the elimination of inequality by offering
themselves as discursive contestations? And can they really represent themselves as
such?

Iris Marion Young takes up these questions in “Polity and Group Difference: A
Critique of the Ideal of Universal Citizenship” (1989). She seeks to resolve what she
calls the “paradox of democracy” -- defined as how social power makes some citizens
more equal than others -- by “providing institutionalized means for the explicit
recognition and representation of oppressed groups” (259). Drawing on Habermas'’s
concept of communicative action, Young argues that “[g]roup representation is the
best means to promote just outcomes to democratic decision-making processes”
(263). A rationalist account of the public sphere and democratic deliberation, Young
assumes that “[i]f oppressed and disadvantaged groups are able to discuss among
themselves what procedures and policies they judge best further their social and
political equality, and have mechanisms to make the judgments known to the larger
public, the politics that attend to difference are less likely to be used against than for
them” (273).

But that is a huge “if.” Young’s formulation would require, at minimum, that
we eradicate the fundamental tension between liberty and equality at the heart of
democratic politics. For, in order for all citizens to have equal social power, some

people’s liberty is going to have to be forfeited. 3! If that is seen as tantamount to

31 For example, if we champion freedom of expression as a fundamental component
of liberty, then we have to make room for the possibility that some individuals and
groups might be offended by what this component of liberty allows for. The equality
of these individuals and groups -- defined as the right not to be subjected to
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justice, then that is a price we must be willing to pay. But it certainly does not solve
the paradox of democracy. It simply takes one definition of that term and says,
under these circumstances, and in the interests of said group, this is a tension we
are willing to live with.

One glance at the debates raging around same sex marriage within gay
communities certainly throws into doubt the possibility that oppressed groups can
discuss among themselves what policies will best further their equality. For example,
same sex marriage runs the gamut from “why gay people should seek the right to
marry” (Thomas B. Stoddard 1992) to “since when is marriage a path to liberation?”
(Paula A. Ettelbrick 1992). Part of the problem here is the oppositional politics (for or
against in Young’s own words) that informs this position, for in focusing on how to
combat structures of dominance and subordination, an oppositional politics cannot
attend to the actions of the groups being defended. It does not accommodate, in
other words, the internal antagonisms of counterpublics. In a community as diverse
and mutilifacted as one defined by sexuality, what procedures and policies best
further our equality is going to be a difficult matter, to say the least.

Similarly, Fraser understands the work of politics as something than can
eliminate social inequality, not simply through the extension of civil rights to those
individuals and groups who have thus far been denied them but through the larger
project of insisting that all human beings be treated with justice in all aspects of their
lives. Equality is, then, not just about access to inclusion but the eradication of
relations of dominance and subordination in the social and the political. Fraser
underscores this understanding of representation in the public sphere when she

argues that, “in stratified societies, like it or not, subaltern counterpublics stand in a

offensive speech -- will then take a secondary position to the principle of freedom of
speech. For a critique of equality in democratic politics, see Chantal Mouffe,
“"Hegemony and New Political Subjects: Toward A New Concept of Democracy”
(1988).
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contestatory relationship to dominant publics” (85). Though she qualifies this in her
earlier assertion that “I do not mean to suggest that subaitern counterpublics are
always necessarily virtuous,” since some of them are “explicitly anti-democratic and
antiegalitarian” (82), Fraser is, like Bhabha and Miller, interested in how
counterpublics function as antagonizer to dominant publics, referring to them as
dialectical in nature; that is, they are capable of moving between “withdrawal and
regroupment” and of penetrating into “wider publics” (82). This, says Fraser,
“enables subaltern counterpublics partially to offset, although not wholly eradicate,
the unjust participatory privileges enjoyed by members of dominant social groups in
stratified societies” (82).

I agree with Fraser’s premise that “political democracy requires substantive
social equality” (82). It would be naive to argue that substantial gains can be made
in democratic politics without the notion of equality for all citizens. I take issue here,
however, with the presumption that counterpublics offset dominant publics, and the
belief that this is the work that counterpublics set out to do. This belief is, I would
argue, informed by the framework of dcminance and subordination, by the desire to
eliminate social inequality in all of its manifestations. As Fraser points out, her theory
of democratic justice and equality is premised on “defending subaltern counterpublics
formed under conditions of dominance and subordination” (85), an important and
on-going intervention. But a politics that seeks (only) to defend (to speak for) such
groups must necessarily exclude a number of other considerations. In seeing only
how disadvantaged groubs can be included in the privileges of dominant public, what
cannot be accommodated is the possibility that the political impetus of
counterpublics might be something else entirely. Simply including counterpublics in
the structures enjoyed by members of dominant social groups does not mean the

unjust is overcome.
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Though it would be difficult to disagree with Fraser’s observation that “the
struggle for recognition . . . is fast becoming the paradigmatic form of political
conflict in the late twentieth century” (11), her position that contemporary justice
politics requires both recognition and redistribution, and that this is the new
intellectual and political task, poses a number of problems when applied to the issue
of gay and lesbian justice. I say this is a problem because, by Fraser’s own account,

gay and lesbian struggles for justice by their very nature exclude questions of

redistribution, of political economy. 32

For example, in contrast to what she calls the bivalent identities of race and
gender, that is, identities that combine both recognition and distribution, Fraser
identifies the category “despised sexuality” as a mode of collectivity (18) exemplary
of one of the extreme ends of her social-political coupling, one example where only
half the equation is relevant to questions of justice. In other words, gays and
lesbians approximate something like an “ideal type” of collectivity defined solely by
the conditions of cultural recognition, one in which justice can only be fought on
those terms. This is because, as Fraser argues, the category sexuality, whose
subjects are dispersed throughout the class structure and who therefore do not
constitute a class, is a form of difference based not in the political economy but in a
cultural-valuational structure (18). For these reasons, displacing or eradicating

homophobia and heterosexism “requires changing the cultural valuations (as well as

32 This is most certainly not Fraser’s intention, but it is an unintentional effect of her
arguments. Later in Justice Interruptus Fraser makes it clear where her political
allegiances lie with respect to gays and lesbians. She writes: “we [that is, feminists]
should ally with other social movements with analogous deconstructive aims . . . for
example . . . with queer theorists working to deconstruct the homo/hetero difference
but not, in contrast, with . . . proponents of gay and lesbian identity” (183;
emphasis added). Given the centrality, rightly so, of rights in gay and lesbian justice
politics, and queer theory’s rather ambivalent relation to them, this allegiance to the
deconstructive, to the exclusion of other political formations, is rather surprising on
Fraser's part. Queer theory has never really been interested in questions of justice
and equality, which are so central to Fraser’s politics.
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legal and practical expressions) that privilege heterosexuality, deny equal respect to
gays and lesbians, and refuse to recognize homosexuality as a legitimate way of
being sexual” (19). This means that, when it comes to gay and lesbian justice,
“[m]atters are thus fairly straightforward at the two extremes of our conceptual
spectrum [of recognition-distribution]” (19).

Of course, gays and lesbians are dispersed throughout the economic
structure. We are not a class of people, though to what end of the economic scale we
fall is a matter of considerable dispute. And recognition is indeed one of the
dominant motifs many gays and lesbians draw on for claims to social justice,
evidenced most explicitly but not exclusively in the discourse of gay rights. Many
argue, for example, that the full extension of legal marriage to same sex partners
will help to overcome the persistence of seeing us as a despised sexuality. In this
sense, recognition is indeed a very strong cultural valuation system. But to say that
our recognition is also not deeply rooted in the economic structure as well would be
terribly misleading and limited.

If this is the case, if gays and lesbians represent only one end of the extreme
of recognition-redistribution, then Fraser is suggesting quite problematically that
economic dimensions do not, or should not, structure such demands. This is ironic
because later in Justice Interruptus she argues that “subordinated social groups
usually lack equal access to the material means of equal participation. Thus, political
economy enforces structurally what culture accomplishes informally” (79). In other
words, political economy and cultural valuation cannot so easily be separated when
matters of social subordination are at stake. This ellipsis is quite surprising,
especially given that her whole project in Justice Interruptus is dedicated to
dismantling the “false antithesis” (3) between social politics and cultural politics,

rejecting responses that posit an either/or choice (3).
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More importantly, this diminishes the complexity and richness of her own
recognition-distribution model. If social justice for gays and lesbians requires only
recognition, what are we tc do with the pervasiveness of a recognition politics that is
also invested in economic questions? So much of the debates circulating around gay
rights, as we will see, have to do with recognition through not only cultural but
economic vectors. To suggest that things are thus fairly straightforward in the case

of despised sexuality is to ignore how recognition is not distinct from issues of

distribution but informed by them as well. 33

Why, for example, are legal and practical expressions (Fraser’s term)
decoupled, so to speak, from the realm of the economic and framed solely in terms
of the cultural? Certainly struggles for the redefinition of the term spouse to include
same sex partners are economic struggles that simultaneously have culturally
symbolic resonance or valuations. In fact, the fight for gay marriage (see my
Conclusion), as a symbolic cultural valuational system, is I would argue first and
foremost about redistribution, not recognition. Conversely, legal and practical
expressions are part of a cultural valuation system. Moreover, the cultural valuations
that privilege heterosexuality and that Fraser wants homosexuals to be included in as
part of social justice are rooted not only in the cultural but the economic as well. To
decouple all of these factors, to separate legal and practical expressions from
questions of culture, and issues of (sexual) difference from the economic, would be
to lose a great deal of their political significance for issues of recognition and
distribution.

I think these oversights can be accounted for by the use of terms like

despised sexuality, injustice, suffer, which posit homosexuality only within the

33 see especially Eric O. Clarke, Virtuous Vice: Homoeroticism and the Public Sphere
(2000); John D’Emilio, “Capitalism and Gay Identity” (1993); Danae Clark,

“"Commodity Lesbianism” (1993).
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register of wounded subjectivity, and which see our need for justice only as a
persecuted and subordinated minority. They are in part a consequence of seeing
justice for homosexuals solely on the basis of that from which we have been
excluded. In wanting to defend and celebrate counterpublics for their ability to offset
dominant privileges, we assume from the outset that such relations are clearly
discernible, and that the solution is to recognize homosexuality on the same terms
with which straight sexuality has been privileged. In the studies that follow, I ask
instead: What if we were to move beyond seeing gays and lesbians as simply
wounded subjects and acknowledge that, for some, our sexuality is no longer the
problem? What if we were to see our mode of collectivity from outside the register of
despised sexuality? And what if justice and equality are more than an add-gays-and-
stir formula?

It is to these questions that I turn in the next chapter, a discussion of an

agonistic politics and its import for gay and lesbian liberation and equality.




CHAPTER TWO
Liberation, Equality, and Uncertainty:

Theorizing an Agonistic Politics

. . in the moral world everything is classified, systematized, foreseen, and decided
beforehand; in the political world everything is agitated, disputed, and uncertain.

--Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America

THE PURPOSE OF this chapter is to address some of the literature in political
theory that outlines or advocates an agonistic reading of politics in order to offset
some of the problems identified in the previous chapter, especially those relating to
communal notions of community, those resulting from attempts to soive the paradox
of democracy, or those that stem from privileging rights in democratic debate. My
purpose is to demonstrate how attending to such a reading might be useful for better
understanding some of the pitfalls and limitations of our struggles for gay and
lesbian liberation and equality in the contemporary context. I will do so by finessing
a number of key concepts in the work of Hannah Arendt with several contemporary
theorists -- in particular, Bonnie Honig, Wendy Brown, Judith Butler, and Jirgen
Habermas. Through this reading I hope to work toward not simply an understanding
of Arendt’s relevance to debates in gay and lesbian politics but a critique of the
concepts of identity, community, the self, and belonging that inform them. My
primary goal is to suggest that, in these areas, you don't always get what you
bargained for, and that such contingency and uncertainty in the political realm is a

matter to be celebrated.

2.1 You Don't Always Get wﬁat You Bargained For



On April 18, 1998, a full-page advertisement in what was at the time
Canada’s only national newspaper, The Globe and Mail, hailed the claims of a group
calling itself “Canada’s Civilized Majority.” Their motto: ™Standing on Guard’ for
Civility over Barbarism and Democracy over Mobocracy in the Spirit of
Confederation.” 1 Motivated in part as a response to the ruling by the Supreme Court

of Canada in the spring of 1998 that the Alberta government must “read-in” sexual

orientation into the province’s human rights legislation, 2 this ad offered the boid

1 See Globe and Mail 18 April 1998: A9. One of the ads more colourful claims is that
both Marx (“atheistic principles”) and WMadonna (“wanton permissiveness”)
“destroyed the Soviet Empire in this century.” Similar ads by other groups appeared
in 1998 across the country. An ad in the Regina Leader-Post (25 July 1998) opposing
gay pride weekend referred to homosexuality as a mortal sin. The Saskatchewan
Human Rights Commission investigated and ruled that the ad did not constitute
discrimination. A similar ad from the same grous appeared eariier in the Saskatoon
Star-Phoenix (30 June 1997). It included a drawing of two men holding hands with a
red circle and slash over it, the universal signifier of interdiction. This ad is currently
under investigation by the Human Rights Commission. Thanks to Anthony Keller
(personal e-mail correspondence) for bringing these cases to my attention and
supplying me with the dates of the ads. See his “Sorry, Your Ideas Will Have to
Satisfy the Commission” (1999), a critique of such human rights cases based on the
potential threat to freedom of expression they illuminate.

2 The case involved a gay school teacher named Delwin Vriend who was fired from
his job at a Christian college simply because he is gay. Though the Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms does not include sexual orientation as grounds for
discrimination (see below), the Supreme Court ruied that the Alberta government
has not been able to demonstrate why it is reasonable to discriminate against
homosexuals and not other protected groups. The case caused considerable
controversy. Opponents of the ruling feared that (a) this would open the floodgates
for other gay rights like adoption and (b) that it was a threat to democracy because
Supreme Court judges are not elected officials; such matters should, it was argued,
be decided by Alberta’s elected representatives or subject to a provincial
referendum. In 1998, the right not to be fired from your job because of sexual
orientation is still not a matter of agreement and consent. For discussion of this case,
see: Brian Laghi, “Debate on Gay Rights Polarizes Albertans” (1998); “Gay Rights
Fight Gets Ugly” (1998); and “Rage Finds Its Voice in Alberta” (1998).

Section 15(1) of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms reads as follows:
“Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the equal
protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular,
without discrimination based on race, national origin, colour, religion, sex, age, or
physical disability.” In the case of Vriend, some religious groups argued that firing
Vriend was within the college’s constitutional right because the Charter enshrines
freedom of religion, and the school’s religion says homosexuality is wrong. If nothing
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heading that “Canada’s Supreme Court Has No Business Imposing ‘Bathhouse
Morality’ on the Churches and in the Nation’s Living Rooms!,” and proclaimed a
number of rather disconcerting positions, including “A Manifesto of Hope” by a group
calling itself “Homosexuals Opposed to Pride Extremism” (HOPE). Among some of

their principles:

HOPE is a non-partisan, non-sectarian homosexual lobby representing the
civilized majority of homosexuals who conduct our lives with dignity and
discretion . . . . We completely disassociate ourselves from the nihilistic
agenda of the radical, militant homosexual fringe and strongly renounce
their undemocratic and destructive tactics. . . . we believe that the legal
definition of marriage and spouse must remain in the context of opposite sex.
. . . we urge that every individual infected with HIV, Hepatitis-C and AIDS
[sic], be registered, treated and monitored by the government health and
welfare agencies (emphasis in original).

The ad also invites us to “Listen to ‘Liberation’,” via the voice of Canada’s Civilized

Majority’s National Director Ken Campbell, broadcast daily on CJIMR AM radio.
Illustrating the extent to which redress for such wounding words is sought

through the machinery of rights, several weeks after the appearance of the ad, which

”n W

“condemned same sex rights,” “*[a] gay man . . . launched a human rights compliant

against the Globe and Mail, an evangelist and several other organizations.” “In a

release . . . announcing his complaint to the Ontario Human Rights Commission,
Philip Shea called the advertisement a ‘hateful full-page diatribe aimed at lesbian and
gay men’ (qtd. in "Human Rights Complaint Launched Over Globe Ad” 1998).
Though it is quite hard for me to imagine that self-identified homosexuals
would speak for homosexuality in this manner, I open the chapter with this example

not to condemn or repudiate the sentiments expressed here but to underscore one of

else, this highlights the interpretive nature of human rights discourse, which will be
addressed [ater in relation to my argument that we should resist seeing rights as
self-evident absolutes but instead as discursive acts that stand in need of
disagreement and contestation.
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the central theoretical principles operative in my analyses: the possibility that, in
matters of politics, you don’t always get what you bargained for. It is this sense of
contingency that I want to celebrate here as the space for critical intervention, one
which does not seek to shut down what might be seen by many as the bad or wrong
ideas expressed in this advertisement, to see equality as only and inevitably about
the elimination of such hateful diatribe. Against such an injunction to silence, I want
to stress here that discourse does not always have its desired effects, and that this
contingency might actually work for and not simply against the goals of liberation
and equality.

It could be persuasively argued that the impetus behind this advertisement
was a certain backlash to the Supreme Court ruling and its advancement of gay

rights -- because it was. A close look at the letters sent to The Globe and Mail in

response to the ad, however, yields another reading. It suggests that Ken Campbell

and “Canada’s [so-called] Civilized Majority” might not always get what they

bargained for. Among the numerous responses: 3 a married couple who have been

readers of The Giobe and Mail for 40 years wrote to say that they have “canceled our

subscription in response to the offensive full-page advertisement accepted by your
paper and placed by Ken Campbell, who claims to represent Canada’s ‘civilized
majority.” This couple shared the belief with others that, “were it directed at any
other minority, [it] would at least be considered offensive and at worst as hate
literature. What shameful bad judgement to print such garbage.” Another reader
suggests that if the sentiments of the “civilized majority” are those expressed in the
ad, “I can only say that I am happy to be called a barbarian!” More than one reader,

the above included, remarked that the ad “looked as if it came from the tabloids, but

3 The foliowing quotations are from “Letters to the Editor,” Globe and Mail 22 April
1998: A27.
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the content revealed something infinitely worse: horrifying viciousness and bigotry. I
cannot imagine how such people call themselves Christians.” “I thought I'd
mistakenly picked up a copy of The Inguirer,” another reader observers, “when 1
picked up the full-page spate of thinly disguised gay-bashing calling itself an
advertisement.” Another respondent suggested that his support of free speech
“"goads me to accept the foul stench emanating from [the ad],” and remarked that a
“similar advertisement from a white-supremacy group promoting their views would
never find its way into The Globe and Mail. Yet here in black and white are fascist
doctrines about gays.”

Others where thankful The Giobe decided to print the advertisement, and not
because they agreed with its content but for the reason that, as the saying goes, if
you give someone enough rope he is likely to hang himself. “Thank you, Globe_and
Mail, for deciding to print that sensational and morally smug . . . ad by the good
churchman Ken Campbell. . . . I believe the hysterical and sensational tone of the ad
says more about the willingness of the ad’s sponsors to engage in outright fear-
mongering and exploitation than their willingness to engage in a more reasoned
debate surrounding the implications from the Vriend ruling [the Supreme Court
decision in Alberta mentioned above].”

What I find particularly interesting about these letters is that, on the day they
appeared, only one of them was written by someone who self-identified as gay, and
only one letter was written in support of the ad, “for telling the truth” that “self-
indulgent special-interest groups have acquired frightening power and influence
disproportionate to their tiny numbers.” Of course, this could be accounted for by a
number of factors, including the lack of motivation or desire on the part of gays and
lesbians to even legitimize this by way of a response; the lack of desire on the part
of gays and lesbians to identify as such in their response; as well as the selection

criteria of the letters editor. What interests me here more is the fact that, to my
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mind, the response offered by this self-identified lesbian was one of the more
problematic ones, because it assumes an automatic correlation between discourse
and action, between the ad and violence against gays and lesbians: “This
misinformed and hateful rhetoric has been all too familiar in Alberta in the last few
weeks, and it informs very ugly actions against homosexuals. The day before your ad
was printed, my girlfriend and I were verbally abused and spat upon by a complete
stranger . . . .this kind of action is promulgated by groups such as the one you
allowed, probably for a nice price, to advertise in your paper.” What is being offered
here is a crude example of a stimulus-response model of social behavior and of
communication. It is an example of “the presumption that hate speech always
works” (Butler 1997a: 19), or that the subject is not only constituted by discourse
but determined by it as well, “where determination forecioses the possibility of
agency” (Butler 1990: 143).

Like the responses to the term faggoty dressup party which opened Chapter
One, there is an implicit assumption in this response that the rhetoric and the beliefs
espoused in this ad are illicit in a democratic culture. It is also implied in this
response that we can ascertain with certainty what constitutes a good versus a bad
image of homosexuality, and that only positive representations, however defined,
should be accommodated in the public discourse. In addition to underscoring once
more the tension between liberty and equality (between the right of Ken Campbell to
express such views and the right of homosexuals to be protected from such hatred),
what gets lost in this polarization is the very real possibility that, by allowing such
discourses into the public reaim, we might actually be seeing a move toward more
substantive equality for gays and lesbians, and not less. This is at least one
alternative interpretation that might be gleaned from the responses to the
advertisement. Though we may never eradicate such sentiments in our lifetime, it

appears there is a good deal of dissent in the face of such remarks. Rather than



attempting to halt or circumscribe these discourses, we might look instead to the
responses they generate as an important space for theorizing both the gains and the
stakes involved in the struggles for gay and lesbian equality. By analyzing these
possibilities, I hope to offer a different set of questions than a politics that seeks to

shut down the agon can allow for.

2.2 Political Theory and The Politics of Virtue

In Political Theory and the Displacement of Politics (1993), Bonnie Honig

develops the concept of a virtue theory of politics to locate what she identifies as the
curious displacement of politics in political theory. This displacement can be broadly
defined as the attempt to eradicate the agon in favour of what she calls the
consolidation and closure of political instabilities through administrative, institutional
and juridical means. Offering a cautionary note that has echoes of Wendy Brown'’s
arguments, this displacement of the political through appeals to the state, law, and
administration cannot resolve the problems politics addresses but instead “engenders
remainders that could disempower and perhaps even undermine democratic
institutions and citizens” (14). Looking specifically to the writings of Immanuel Kant,

John Rawls (A Theory of Justice [1971]), and Michael Sandel (Liberalism and_the

Limits of Justice [1982]), Honig develops the notion of a virtue theory of politics by
arguing that, for political writers from positions as diverse as republican, liberal, and
communitarian, political “success” often means the eradication of “dissonance,
resistance, conflict, and struggle” (2). Virtue politics restricts political action to the
juridical and administrative, and is primarily interested in “stabilizing moral and
political subjects, building consensus, maintaining agreements, or consolidating
communities and identities” (2). When applied to the operations of political

institutions and communities, virtue politics maintains that feelings like



“disenchantment, alienation, pain, and cruelty” can be substantially weakened if we
acceded to * . . . principles of right, established just institutions whose fairness is
ascertainable from a particular (rational) perspective,” or, importantly “yielded to the
truth of membership in a wider community of meaning and vaiue” (2-3). In short,
virtue politics yearns for a theory that can do away with the dissonances other
theories and realities create; and it assumes that a certain closure of the political is
the best way to guarantee these resuits (3).

Honig counterposes virtue politics with virtu, a theory of the political
developed by way of Friedrich Nietzsche and Hannah Arendt. In contradistinction to
the displacement of the agon in virtue, virtu “see[s] politics as a disruptive practice
that resists the consolidations and closures of juridical and administrative settlement
for the sake of the perpetuity of political contest” (2). Particularly significant in the
present context is the agonistic reading of Arendt that virtu promotes. 4 Honig
argues, for example, that Arendt “banishes rational, foundational truths from the

public realm for fear that their irresistible compulsion will shut down the agon whose

4 see Craig Calhoun and John McGowan, who cite the importance of Honig’s book
and her agonistic reading of Arendt in recent interpretations of Arendt (Calhoun and
McGowan 1997: 4). See also Calhoun and McGowan, eds., Hannah Arendt and the
Meaning of Politics (1997); Larry May and Jerome Kohn, eds., Hannah Arendt:
Twenty Years Later (1996); Honig’'s “Toward an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt
and the Politics of Identity” (1992), and “Arendt, Identity, and Difference” (1988).

To read Arendt as simply agonistic is, of course, limited, and a matter of
considerable debate. This is not a debate I want to engage. For a discussion of the
debate over this contested reading of Arendt, see: Lisa J. Disch, Hannah Arendt and
the_Limits of Philosophy (1994), esp. 73-90, “"The Agonistic Versus Associational
Arendt;” Kimberley F. Curtis, “Aesthetic Foundations of Democratic Politics in the
Work of Hannah Arendt” (1997); Seyla Benhabib, “"Models of Public Space: Hannah
Arendt, the Liberal Tradition, and Jirgen Habermas,” in her Situating the Self
(1992); and Dana R. Villa, “Hannah Arendt: Modernity, Alienation, and Critique”
(1997), and his “"Postmodernism and the Public Sphere” (1992). For a more general
reading of politics as agonistic, see the essays by Sheidon Wolin, Jenny Mansbridge,
Chantal Mouffe, Bonnie Honig, and Benjamin Barber in Democracy and Difference:
Contesting the Boundaries of the Political, ed. Seyla Benhabib (1996); Susan
Bickford, The Dissonance of Democracy (1996); and Homi K. Bhabha, “Freedom’s
Basis in the Indeterminate” (1992).
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security, maintenance and perpetuity she seeks” (Honig 1993: 9). In other words, a
virtt reading of Arendt warns against any theory that attempts to displace conflict in
the public sphere, arguing that disagreement and contestation are the very

hallmarks of political thought and action. It is this agonistic reading of Arendt that

has inspired me to read sexual politics through the lens of some of Arendt’s work. 2
Though the analyses that follow do not use virtue and virtu directly, it is the

idea of the remainders that are produced when politics attempts to eradicate the

agon that is of significant importance. & As a way to accommodate the reality that
certain political demands require stable, institutionalized settings, procedures, and
practices, Honig suggests that the desire “[t]Jo affirm the perpetuity of contest,”
which is part of a virtu politics, is not to affirm “a world without points of
stabilization;” rather, “[ilt is to see that the always imperfect closure of political
space tends to engender remainders and that, if those remainders are not engaged,
they may return to haunt and destabilize the very closures that deny their existence”
(1993: 15). For example, in the landmark ruling in the U.S. that enshrined a
woman’s right to abort a fetus, known as Roe v. Wade (1973), Honig suggests that

many of the pro-abortion proponents “assumed that, once juridically recognized, the

5 Of course, an agonistic reading of Arendt or of politics is but a partial one. The
other major reading of Arendt is associational. As Lisa J. Disch writes, the agonistic
reading alone tends to “feed the perception that the Arendtian hero is more
concerned with self-aggrandizement than with public ‘interest’ . . . interpreting
[agoenistic politics] to mean that Arendt’s actors are all prima donnas who strive for
celebrity” (1994: 86-87). Disch says that such an interpretation “puts competition
over and above association and plurality at the expense of publicity” (72). In
reference to this reading, Benhabib suggests that the agonistic view valorizes the
public space as competitive, where moral and political greatness, heroism, and
preeminence are revealed. The associational space, by contrast, is where “men act
together in concert” and emphasize consensus-building (1992: 93).

6 Honig takes the term remainders from Bernard William’s The Problems of the Self
(1973), though she uses the term to draw attention to the institutional processes of
remainders in a way that Williams does not (Honig 1993: 213, footnote 1).



right to abort a pregnancy would never be returned to the space of political
contest”(14). She continues: “there is a lesson to be learned from the experience of
those who misread Roe as the end of a battle and later found themselves ill equipped
and uniprepared to stabilize and secure their still unstable rights when they were
repoliticized and contested by their opponents” (15).

What is this lesson? From a general theoretical perspective, it is the lesson of
not assuming that the achievement of certain rights will stabilize without remainders
the arena of political contest. Attempts to shut down the agon of politics will not only
invariably fail; they will displace questions of identity and difference onto other sites
and issues, where their struggles will be repeated (Honig 15-16). Rather than a
backlash against such rights (a rather bifurcated understanding of power), this is a
concrete interpretation of why Arendt suggested that we not mistake the attainment
of rights as equivalent to freedom (Arendt 1990: 218). Instead, we need to
understand rights as imperfect and irresolute solutions to political contestation. It
does not mean that rights are not materially, culturally, socially, and symbolically
important; nor that they should not be extended to those who are lacking them; but
that they are only part of the story, often just a beginning. Their achievement does
not necessarily resolve, without remainders, the problems they address.

This understanding of the political and the interpretation of rights it promotes
proves useful for analyses of the operations of discourses of liberation and equality in
gay and lesbian politics. The reminder that political work is “always imperfect,
fissured, or incomplete and that these imperfections are the spaces of politics, the
spaces from which to resist and engage the would-be perfect closures of god, self-
evidence, law, identity, or community” (Honig 9) can help attend to the remainders

liberation and equality engender.

2.3 Hannah Arendt and the Revival of An Agonistic Politics
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I realize from the outset that Arendt poses a number of problems for this
project, problems that will not be fully engaged. Specifically, it seems difficult to
reconcile Arendt with contemporary political and social needs and realities, since

Arendt is not all that helpful in terms of questions of social equality, at least to the

extent that she banishes the social altogether.7 Her notorious dualisms, especially
her troubling, nonnegotiable, and ultimately untenable dichotomy of the public and
the private, the political and the social; her controversial and highly contested
comments that discrimination is a dimension of the social and is therefore legitimate
within that sphere; her famous political elitism, and its attendant rejection of “mass”
society; her refusal to engage with issues of gender; not to mention her
controversial views on race and class -- these seem to suggest that Arendt would be

less than sympathetic or even useful to the politics of gay and lesbian liberation and

equality.8 A cursory glance over Arendt’s work might certainly idicate that, for her,

7 For an excellent treatment of Arendt’s concept of the social, see Hanna Pitkin, The

Attack of the Blob: Hannah Arendt’s Concept of the Social (1998).

8 For a discussion of Arendt's public-private dualism, see especially “The Public
Realm and the Private Realm,” Chapter II in her The Human Condition. In “What is
Freedom?,” Arendt articulates this dualism explicitly: “Obviously not every form of
human intercourse and not every kind of community is characterized by freedom.
Where men live together but do not form a body politic -- as, for example, in tribal
societies or in the privacy of the household -- the factors ruling the actions and
conduct are not freedom but the necessities of life and concern its preservation”
(1977: 148). In other words, Arendt is arguing that the realm of the household is
properly the realm of the private, governed by necessity, and is therefore not
political. For a critical yet affirmative account of Arendt’s elitism, see leffrey C. Issac,
“"Oases in the Desert: Hannah Arendt on Democratic Politics” (1994). On Arendt’s
most contentious social issues, see especially her Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report
on the Banality of Evil, in which she argues that Eichmann’s “crime” was not that he
possessed evil -- for “everybody could see that this man was not a ‘monster’”(54) --
but that he lacked the possession of an imagination, “this horrible gift for consoling
himself with clichés” (1994: 55), his penchant “to deck himself in borrowed plumes”
(44), and “his inability to think . . . from the standpoint of somebody else” (49).
Though Arendt does not use the term here, Pitkin likens Arendt’'s assessment of
Eichmann’s character to that of a parvenu, “deferential to his social betters, and
eager for their approval” (Pitkin 206). On Arendt’s concept of the banality of evil, see
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sexuality and sexual identity are properly defined as elements of the social or the
private and hence not deserving of political treatment.

One the other hand, a good case could be made that Arendt would support
constitutional rights and struggles for equality for gay and lesbian subjects. I do not
however attempt here to reconcile Arendt with these difficult and contradictory
realities in her work; nor do I care to surmise whether Arendt would approve of or
support current battles being fought. Rather, I put Arendt and some of her key
concepts into the service of opening up the spaces of politics in gay and lesbian
debates. As many Arendtian theorists argue, it is precisely these difficulties,
especially the controversial work on identity and community, that make Arendt’s
politics so useful and vital in these contexts.

One can trace Arendt’s distaste for the social, and for identity politics, in her
first book, Rahel Varnhagen: The Life of A Jewess (1957). Quoting the subject of this
critical biography of a Jewish parvenu, Arendt writes that “[c]ertainly one is not free
when one has to represent something in respectable society” (173). Given the fact
that freedom for Arendt is one of the hallmarks of politics, this simple statement
demonstrates a number of important maxims: freedom and identity are potentially in
conflict; freedom cannot be achieved at the level of the social (“respectable
society”); identity (“representing something™) is often a pitfall in matters that are
properly political in nature. In reference to Varnhagen, the man Rahel marries to

“escape” her Jewishness and attempt to leave behind her pariah status, Arendt

Richard J. Bernstein, M The Banality of Evil’ Reconsidered” (1997). See also Arendt’s
controversial “Reflections on Little Rock” (1959), where she argues that segregation
in the public school system in the American south was not only defensible but a
legitimate aspect of the social. The “crucial point” to remember, Arendt insists, is
that it is not segregation that is unconstitutional but its legal enforcement (49).
Though hugely misguided, this essay is important because it articulates the crucial
distinction between politics and morality that is one of the more promising aspects of
Arendt’s politics. On her “Reflections,” see Kirstie McClure, “The Odor of Judgment”
(1997); James Bohman, “The Moral Costs of Political Pluralism: The Dilemmas of
Difference and Equality in Arendt’s ‘Reflections on Little Rock’” (1996).
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suggests that Varnhagen’s “impulse” “to honor myself in my superiors” “satisfied him
completely, which is to say, socially. He had no true political ambitions; both politics
and literature where instruments for social advancement” (1957: 163). Like
Varnhagen, Rahel was caught by the desire to assimilate with the Gentile classes:
“The world and reality had, for Rahel, always been represented by society. ‘Real’
meant to her the world of those who were her socially acknowledged superiors, the

parvenus as well as the people of rank and name who represent something lasting

and legitimate” (144). 9 In both of the above passages, the extent to which the
social is seen as the arena for personal advancement is evidenced, something Arendt
rejects as not properly political ambitions and aspirations.

In her account of Arendt’s public space, Seyla Benhabib suggests that the
distinction between the social and the political is nonsensical in contemporary politics
because "“the struggle to make something public is a struggle for justice” (1992: 94).
Moreover, on Arendt’s own terms, Benhabib maintains that Arendt’s recognition that
the struggle to define what gets put on the public agenda for discussion (which arise
from issues that are social in nature) is itseif a political endeavor, since it calls for
justice. “The effect of collective action in concert,” a favourite Arendtian conception,
“will be put to ever newer and unexpected items on the agenda of public debate”
(Benhabib 95). In other words, it appears to most observers that Arendt's
private/public, social/political dualism is untenable not only in accordance with the

realities of political life itself but by Arendt’s own accounts. Though Benhabib favours

9 Though Arendt does not elaborate on this in terms of its relevance for her political
theory, which will come in later works, her comment that Rahel Varnhagen “never
saw the possibility of joining those who had not arrived” (144) is the inception of her
concept of the conscious pariah and the rejection of the parvenu. Also interesting
here is Arendt’s assertion that Rahel never recognized that “[a] political struggle for
equal rights [for Jews] might have taken the place of the personal struggle” (4) for
parvenu status, an indication that politics for Arendt has little or nothing to do with
the self, or with social acceptance.
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a Habermasian model of public space (rational, consensus-building deliberation) over
Arendt’'s agonistic, virtuosic model of performance, even Arendt’s most ardent
supporters refuse this split in her work: “any reading of Arendt that takes seriously
the agonistic, virtuosic, and performative impulses of her politics must, for the sake
of that politics, resist the a priori determination of a public-private distinction that is
beyond contestation and amendment” (Honig 1993: 118-119). This is especially
accentuated in work on the politics of sexuality, which must not simply resist this
split but see it as completely anathema in these debates. Though I am in agreement
with this refusal of Arendt’s rigid dichotomy, I want to argue that there is room to
read Arendt’s understanding of the social and the private, the political and the public,
in ways that can suspend this dualism without losing some of the insights it yields
about public life, identity, and politics.

In terms of questions of identity, Arendt has a great deal to offer

contemporary politics. 10 Again, in reference to Rahel Varnhagen, Arendt quotes a
passage indicating Rahel’s frustration and despair over her inability to assimilate, to
be, forever and permanently, a parvenu. In never being able to escape her
Jewishness, Rahel pontificated for most of her life on “[h]Jow loathsome it is always
having to establish one’s identity first” (1957: 178). Though Arendt responds to this
as Rahel’s futile attempt to escape her Jewishness (the final chapter of Rahel
Varnhagen is "One Does Not Escape Jewishness”™), Arendt retains a certain amount of
despondency toward the individual in worldly (that is, political) matters. Arendt
writes for example in a much later work that “this world of ours . . . simply cannot
afford to give primary concern to individual lives and the interests connected with

them; as such the public realm stands in the sharpest possible contrast to our

10 on identity disclosure, see John McGowan, Chapter Two in his Hannah Arendt: An
Introduction 34-95.
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private domain” (1977: 156 ). It is such comments, the assertion that private
concerns are only individua! in nature and hence apolitical, that troubles Arendt’s
detractors, as well they should.

Taking a closer look at the source of such comments in Arendt, however,
yields some insightful observations that speak powerfully to the present conditions of

speaking for. In her Men In Dark Times, Arendt defends her self-identification “as a

Jew” as the “only adequate reply to the question, Who are you?” Arendt attempts to
justify why she divorced herself from “The Woman Question” -- that is to say, why
her gender never made its way into her political theory. Seeing Jewish identity not as
some “special kind of human being” but “only acknowledging a political fact through
which being a member of this group [German Jews] outweighed all other questions
of personal identity or rather had decided them in favor of anonymity, of
namelessness” (18), Arendt is suggesting that, given the historical situation she was
confronted with in the first half of the twentieth century in Europe, she had little
choice but to speak as a Jew, to the exclusion of all other identities. As she writes:
“the basically simple principle in question here is particularly hard to understand in
times of defamation and persecution: the principle that one can resist only in terms
of the identity that is under attack” (18). This would “{n]Jowadays . . . seem like a
pose” (18). To put this succinctly: “When one is attacked as a Jew, one must defend
oneself as a Jew” (qtd. in Pitkin 47; emphasis in original).

What I want to suggest here is that, these claims notwithstanding, the
identity corollaries do not hold: this does not mean that when one is attacked as a
woman one must defend oneself “as a woman;” it does not mean that when one is
attacked as a homosexual, one must defend oneself *as a homosexual.” Rather than
asserting that one can speak “as a . . . ,” these comments question the very burden

that is identity, the ways in which certain members of one’s community insist that
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one must speak through such identifactory practices. The important point to
remember here is that, far from celebrating an uncomplicated understanding of the
necessity or ability to speak as a Jew, these positions are partly a response to the
increasing pressure made upon her by others to speak as more than just a Jew but
also “as a woman,” a political stance she tacitly refused most of her life.

Arendt’s elision in such passages of the connections between race/ethnicity
and gender, and her tacit refusal to associate with anything having to do with
*women’s cuitures,” means that such work has often been dismissed for partaking of
the masculine (that is, worldly) milieu of political philosophy that, as a women,
Arendt was well-positioned to contest. As disappointing or short-sighted as many find
this stance, there is a lesson to be learned in this. In the contemporary context, it
would seem quaint, if not highly problematic, to suggest that one’s political interest
must automatically flow from one’s identity. As Arendt puts it in reference to the
Danish author Isak Dinesen: “the chief trap in life is one’s own identity” (96). It is
against the trappings of identity which serve as a useful reminder in our own
context not only of the pressure to speak as a gay man, a leshian, a queer, but also
the extent to which our political interests, allegiances and viewpoints are assumed to
be conditioned unproblematically by these identities, that they are not simply tied up
in "who we are” but that they naturally flow from such an ontology.

I concur, then, with Honig’s suggestion that there is a promise in this refusal
of identity (1993: 124), a promise that has been instrumental in the revival of
Arendt in contemporary critical theory. Despite (or perhaps because of) the
contradictory, disturbing, or even perverse elements of Arendt's politics, recent
Anglo-American scholarship has found in Arendt a source for, among other things, a
powerful engagement with questions of politicized identity and for opening up “the
meaning of politics” (Calhoun and McGowan 1997). Particularly elucidating in this

context are feminist interpretations that see in Arendt the possibility for trenchant
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critiques of identity politics before identity politics -- not to mention critiques of it --
was fashionable. 11 Despite this revival, Arendt remains all but peripheral if not

absent from theoretical debates in gay and lesbian politics. 12

Why this revival of interest in Arendt at the curtain call of the twentieth-
century? In addition to this powerful critique of identity, I would suggest that it
might have something to do with a turning away from the overarching projects of
poststructuralism, which evacuate any kind of meaning to representation in the
political public realm, and see only the playful irreverency of signs and signification.

As Jean Baudrillard famously puts it in In the Shadows of the Silent Majorities (trans.

1993), the death of the social is the death of the very possibility of representation

11 For a discussion of the revival of Arendt in feminism, see: Bonnie Honig, “Toward
an Agonistic Feminism: Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Identity” (1992); and
Honig (ed.), Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt (1995), esp. Mary G. Dietz,
“Feminist Receptions of Hannah Arendt;” WNancy Fraser, “Communication,
Transformation, and Consciousness-Raising” (1997); Lisa J. Disch, “'Piease Sit Down,
but Don’t Make Yourself at Home:’ Arendtian ‘Visiting” and the Prefigurative Politics of
Consciousness-Raising” (1997); Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, “Hannah Arendt Among
Feminists” (1996). See also Wendy Brown, “Arendt: The Fragility of Politics,” in her
Manhood and _Politics: A Feminist Reading in Political Theory, 23-31. For an
authoritative and generous account of why Arendt might have absented gender from
her political theory, see Hanna Pitkin, “Abstraction, Authority, and Gender,” Chapter
Eight in her The Attack of the Blpb (1998). For a lucid account of this revival
generally, see John McGowan’s “"Arendt Now,” Chapter Four in his Hannah Arendt: An

Introduction.

A number of recent publications bear the sign of this trend to locate something
“beyond” or “after” “identity politics.” See for example: Linda Nicholson and Steven
Seidman, Eds., Social Postmodernism: Beyond Identity Politics (1995); Dan
Danielsen and Karen Engle, After Identity: A Reader in Law and Cuiture (1995); and
Jodi Dean, Solidarity of Strangers: Feminism After Identity Politics (1996).

12 one exception to this absence is Morris B. Kaplan, Sexual Justice: Democratic
Citizenship and the Politics of Desire, which devotes an entire chapter to Arendt and
which uses her extensively throughout. I address Kaplan again in Chapter Four in
the context of the eroticizing of democracy, and in Chapter Seven, on coming out.
My use of Arendt differs markedly from Kaplan’s to the extent that he puts Arendt
into the service of legitimating the projects of gay and lesbian rights and equality
within the context of queer citizenship, whereas I employ Arendt to open up a
critique of such projects. See also Paul-André Perron, “Eros et la pensée” (1997),
which makes reference to Arendt in the context of a politics of sexuality.
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itself. Or, as Deleuze remarks, “there is no representation; there’s nothing but
action” (qtd. in Spivak 279). Spivak writes that, in reference to Deleuze and
Foucault, the issue seems to be that there is no representation, no signifier” (Spivak
279). This is what Hennessy refers to in her critique of the parodic play of
performativity in queer and gender studies, what she calls the “postmodern
fetishizing of sexual identity.” The endless play of signification that marks, for
example, Lyotard’s description of the postmodern condition is somewhat limited and
problematic when an engagement with political representation is required. In
addition to Spivak’s insistence, contra the postmoderns, that the subject exists only
through representation, this postmodern condition is inadequate in terms of
theorizing representation in the sense of state formation and the law, where the
death of representation would mean that politics at that level would cease to exist.
In other words, many of the critiques here cannot proceed with the assumption that
“there is no representation.”

These claims notwithstanding, I think one of the other reasons for this
Arendtian revival has to do with the fact that certain postmodern sensibilities, for
lack of a better term, inform Arendt’s work and marks her in many ways in contrast
to the rationalist account of political deliberation exemplified most dramatically by
Habermas. Against Habermas’s concept of legitimation crisis, Lyotard says that the
postmodern condition asks: “where, after the metanarratives, can legitimacy reside?”
(1984: xxiv-xxv). In other words, for the postmoderns it is not the loss of legitimacy
that constitutes a crisis; such a loss is to be celebrated. Sharing with Arendt
“incredulity toward metanarratives, ” which Lyotard says is the definition of the
postmodern (Lyotard xxiv), Lyotard argues that knowledge is not about consensus
[Habermas] but “our ability to tolerate the incommensurable” (xxv). This reverence
for the incommensurable echoes Arendt’s axiom that the public realm is defined

inescapably by its contingency and its artificiality, which is for her something to be
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celebrated (we will return to this later). Moreover, Lyotard writes that “to speak is to
fight, in the sense of playing, and speech acts fall within the domain of a general
agonistics. This does not,” he says, “necessarily mean that one plays in order to win”
(10). In other words, action in the public realm is conditioned by play; it is a type of
game in which the outcome is less important that the process.

This is a hallmark of a virtu politics (Honig): for Arendt, speech acts (which
are part of the performative dimension of action in the public realm) are an agonistic

endeavor, and one plays or participates in the public realm not to win but as an end

in itself. 13 Echoing an agonistic reading of Arendt, Lyotard suggests that “[w]lhat is
needed is not only a theory of communication, but a theory of games which accepts
agonistics as a founding principle” (16). Where Arendt and Lyotard might conflict is
in Lyotard’s statement that “the boundaries only stabilize when they cease to be
stakes in the game” (17), since Arendt would not share this reverence for the
instabilities of political boundaries.

What I am suggesting then is that, while Arendt valorizes agonistic politics in
ways that echo postmodern sensibilities, she serves as a useful reminder that the
near wholesale evacuation of questions of representational politics that characterizes
many versions of postmodernism can only take us so far. Arendt writes, albeit rather
naively, that “[p]olitical thought is representative. I form an opinion by considering a
given issue from different viewpoints, by making present to my mind the standpoints
of those who are absent; that is, I represent them” (1997: 241). This is what Arendt

means by “going visiting,” or “[pJutting oneself in another’s shoes,” a “hallmark of

13 The idea that action in the public realm is important as a process more than the
means toward an end should not be taken to mean that there are no legitimate goal-
oriented strategies for something like gay and lesbian equality. Simply put, I am not
interested in positing in this thesis what those goals should be.



political thinking” (Pitkin 270). 14 This seems to resist the Foucauldian-Deleuzian
moment (as interpreted by Spivak) that “the theoretician does not represent (speak
for) the oppressed group” (Spivak 275). By foregrounding politics as a public
endeavor, that it cannot exist without some conception of a public space or with a
public representative, an agonistic reading of Arendt acknowledges that politics is
representative while simultaneously advocating an acceptance of the
incommensurable as an inevitable aspect of it.

Drawing on a discussion of Arendt, Habermas, Foucault, Lyotard, and others,
Dana R. Villa makes the convincing case that Arendt’s public realm theory does
indeed share or is motivated by concerns similar to that of the postmoderns,
especially an emphasis on action as performative, as an end in itself, as opposed to a

means toward an end; the centrality of narrative or story-teiling in place of truth in

politics; and the evacuation of foundationalism. 15 “Against Habermas,” Villa
argues, “Arendt’'s public realm theory is less concerned with the questions of
legitimation than with the theorization of an agonistic political subjectivity” (1992b:

712):

14 1 return to the concept of visiting (in the context of storytelling) in Chapter Seven.
Caution must be taken here too, for Arendt similarly can only take us so far. Arendt
never questions which individuals get to represent, get to go visiting. She takes this
as a given, and in this her famous political elitism rears its head. In the closing pages
of On Revolution, for example Arendt argues that “only those” who can demonstrate
concern for more than “personal happiness” and care instead for “the state of the
world” “would have the right to be heard in the conduct of the business of the
republic” (279) -- which is fine if you have been able to secure the necessities of life
in order to attain a level of personal happiness, but rather short-sighted in a country
with such huge economic, racial, and gender disparities.

15 For a discussion of the similarities and differences between Arendt and Foucault,
see Vikki Bell, “The Problem of Liberalism and the Performance of Freedom.” For a
comparison of Habermas and Arendt, see Benhabib, Situating the Self, esp. Chapter
Three, “"Models of Public Space.”



Arendt mourns what the postmodern celebrates, the loss of certain ontological
dimensions of human existence (action, the shared public world, the self as
performance). The postmodern blurring of boundaries, the effacement of any
meaningful distinction between the authentic and the inauthentic -- reality
and its simulacra -- renders the Arendtian idea of the phenomenal integrity of

a distinctly political reaim simply nostalgic. Arendt chooses, If not to recover

the public realm, at least to preserve its memory. The “affirmative nihilists” of

postmodernity wish to have done with such guilty nostalgia, viewing it as one
more symptom of essentialism. There is a choice here, but it is not the one
offered by Habermas. It is the choice between a politics of mourning and
politics of parody, a politics that remembers the res publica and politics

engaged in the endless subversion of codes (719).

Though I agree with Villa’s claim that Arendt shares some affinities with
postmodernism, perhaps as much as she does with Habermas (for one cannot deny
those links either), I take exception with this insistence that there is a choice to be
made, between the res publica (Arendt) and a politics of subversion
(postmodernism). A cursory understanding of queer theory and practice, for
example, as well as Judith Butler's work on gender and performance, would suggest
that the public sphere is central for the actualization of these politically “subversive”
practices. As Honig remarks in reference to virtue and virty, it is not about making
an either/or choice but accommodating these coexisting and conflicting impulses on
the scene of politics. While resisting this nostalgic and essentialist vision of the public
sphere, as well the limitations of a postmodern politics of parody, Arendt enables
instead a refusal of just such tidy categorizing of political vocabularies.

As Craig Calhoun and John McGowan more convincingly argue, it is precisely
the unsettling of this kind of categorical purity that readings of Arendt can promote.
Specifically, they argue that Arendt can help bridge the divide in political theory
between liberalism and communitarianism, sharing with the communitarians a
“strong commitment to an intersubjective and noninstrumentalist view of politics,”
but also advancing an account of the public sphere that is “not an account of

community, and certainly not of community constituted by preestablished similarity

among members” (Calhoun and McGowan 10).
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Lisa Disch concurs that, through her use of the term inter-est (between them
or in-between), Arendt departs from both communitarian and liberal
conceptualizations: “Arendt introduces the term inter-est to mediate between the

extremes of pluralist fragmentation [the postmodern] and communitarian fusion”

(Disch 1997: 142). 16 Thus, Arendt is not a choice to be made over and above the
“affirmative nihilists” of postmodernity, but offers instead a framework for thinking
through that which gets lost in what the postmodern celebrates, as well as the
implications of community mapped out by preestablished similarity among its
members.

There are, of course, many detractors to this recent revival of Arendt in
contemporary politics and political theory. In his “Afterword” to the essays in the
volume Hannah Arendt and the Meaning of Politics (Cathoun and McGowan, eds.),
Martin Jay chastises those authors who argue that Arendt’s positions should be
“celebrated and protected” against a “Habermasian infusion of rational
argumentation or universal normativity” (348). Cautioning against a “zealous”
interpretation of Arendt’s relevance in the 1990s, the view of her as an
“antifoundational, postmodernist celebrant of politics as aesthetic performance,” Jay

reminds us that, if we give Arendt a certain spin, a neo-conservative Arendt

emerges. 17 Turning Arendt’s own positions against her, Jay offers his own exemplar
in the contemporary political and cultural context, whom he suggests could be
accounted for by the postmodern, agonistic readings of Arendt’s politics, and whom

Jay implicitly suggests we should rightly despise:

16 For a discussion of inter-est, see Arendt’'s The Human Condition, 181.

17 For a generous yet critical account of Arendt’s conservatism, see Margaret
Canovan, “Hannah Arendt as a Conservative Thinker” (1996).
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for who today embodies a performative notion of politics, scornfully rejects
universal principles, loudly prefers agonistic option to consensus-building
reason, cynically assumes that truth telling is an antipolitical intrusion, and
truculently denies the power of government to bring about social justice and
economic equality -- who does all these things better than the paragon of the
non-Habermasian public sphere, that sublime resister of the docile

subjectivity called political correctness, Rush Limbaugh? (349).

Jay is arguing that Rush Limbaugh is the price you pay “when you privilege initiatory,
agonistic action and spontaneous, independent judgment above principles, norms,
logical arguments, and substance” (349), a price Jay seems to be unwilling to pay.
He concludes his cautionary tale with the adage: “you don‘t always get what you
bargained for” (349).

To argue against the revival of an agonistic Arendtian politics in this way is to
misunderstand it, since the fact that you don’t always get what you bargained for is
precisely the point, the “it couid have been otherwise,” which is for Arendt the price
of freedom (Arendt 1977: 243). Jay seems to be suggesting quite dangerously that a
public sphere that permits (perhaps creates?) the likes of a Rush Limbaugh (or a
Howard Stern?) is one that needs to be curtailed and controlled by universal norms
and principles. But precisely whose norms and principles will gain ascendancy? While
I do not disagree with Jay that certain neo-conservative strains can be located in
Arendt (which says as much about the processes of interpretation as it does about
Arendt herself), this turn away from an agonistic politics towards a politics of norms
and principles implicitly suggests that there are and should be conditions on who can
speak, for whom, and how. This is what I tried to demonstrate in my discussion of
the responses to the term faggoty dressup party at the opening of Chapter One,
which, read in the context of what Jay identifies as those characteristics of the public
sphere we should try to control, assume a certain amount of consensus that “we”

should find such discourses distasteful and illicit in a democratic public. But according

to whose norms and principles is such a term offensive? And what does it foreclose?
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I do not wish to charge Jay with advocating censorship here, but the
assumption that in the interests of norms and principles we should despise the likes
of Rush Limbaugh is not a price I am willing to pay. That we don’t always get what
we bargained for is precisely the principle I want to hold onto, one that need not
necessarily and automatically be seen as a cause for alarm, for the red-flag marking
anti-democratic impulses. Contra Jay, I hope to demonstrate that agonistic option
over consensus-building reason, the critique of truth-telling in political debate, and
an understanding of the limitations of government to bring about social justice, are
important debates to underscore at this historic moment in gay and lesbian liberation
and equality. Related to these issues is the place of morality in political discourse. As
misguided as such a rigid distinction between the social and the political is in Arendt
(especially when put into practice in arguments like her “Reflections on Little Rock™),
it is motivated by a concern that is useful in the present debates: the desire to
separate politics not only from the social but the moral as well, which accounts for
“the very high moral price that Arendt is willing to pay for plurality” (Bohman 1996:
59).

Though Jay calls Limbaugh a non-Habermasian paragon and advocates a
return to Habermasian principles, I suggest as well that a Habermasian conception of
politics and political deliberation is a limited one in the present context. Despite
Nancy Fraser’s bold claim that “no attempt to understand the limits of actually
existing late-capitalist democracy can succeed without in some way making use of
[Habermas’s concept of the public sphere]” (Fraser 1997), it is precisely the primacy
of Habermasian principles I want to call into question. 8 To return to a virtue politics,

I think a good case could be made that Habermas conforms to many of virtue’s

8 For a critical yet generous discussion of Habermas’s relevance to debates in gay
and lesbian politic, see Eric O. Clarke’s Vi Vice: Homoeroticism and the Public

Sphere (2000).
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principle foundations. Quite striking in this regard is Habermas’s emphasis on
consensus-building, rational discourse, and the belief that contestation,
disagreement, and difference (the very stuff of virtl politics) should be bracketed or
neutralized in the interests of democratic deliberation. In The Philosophical Discourse
of Modernity (trans. 1987), Habermas affirms, for example, “noncoercively unifying
consensus-building” (315) discussion as a central function of an effective public
sphere. Similarly, in his conclusion to The Structural Transformation (trans. 1989),
he outlines what he considers to be one of the conditions necessary for a public
sphere to be effective in the political realm: a “relativizing of structural conflicts of
interest according to a standard of universal interest everyone can acknowledge.”
This latter condition, he states, “can no longer be disqualified as simply utopian”
(235). In his work on communicative action, the ideal speech situation, and
legitimation crisis, Habermas calis for a certain displacement of politics, the shutting

down of the agon. In Legitimation Crisis (trans. 1975), he argues for a rationalist

account of communicational processes defined as “the communication community of
those affected, who as participants in practical discourse test the validity claims of
norms and, to the extent that they accept them with reason, arrive at the conviction
that the proposed norm are ‘right”” (105). This is precisely what both Fraser and
Young find attractive in Habermas’s work, and what I will be working against.

What I want to question here in valorizing an agonistic approach is the extent
to which community members can actually communicate with each other with the
achievement of consensus. If the rightness of the proposed norms is ascertained
from rational discussion among those affected, how do we account for such volatile
issues like same sex marriage within gay and lesbian communities? When the
community affected cannot even agree on what it wants and needs, it will be difficult
to say the least to arrive at the conclusion that the proposed norm (marriage) is

right.
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2.4 Freedom and Its Relationship to Politics and the Self

Omne of the central and defining features of gay liberation both past and
present is the desire for something like personal freedom: freedom of association;
freedom to live one’s life as one chooses, and with whom one chooses; freedom from
institutional harassment, discrimination, and violence; freedom to do with one’s body
what one wishes, whenever one wishes and with whom one wishes; freedom to live
openly and truthfully with one’s sexuality; freedom to come out and to stay out.

In “What is Freedom” (1977), Arendt addresses the centrality of freedom in
politics, and suggests that in modern political matters, freedom is the gine qua non
of politics, the measuring stick by which all laws and human actions are judged. “In
all practical and especially in political matters,” Arendt writes, “we hold human
freedom to be a self-evident truth, and it is upon this axiomatic assumption that laws
are laid down in human communities, that decisions are made, that judgments are
passed” (1977: 143). The understanding of freedom described above is, Arendt
suggests, the opposite of “scientific and theoretical endeavors” -- she means political
philosophiy -- where the reigning self-evident truth is not freedom but nihil ex nihilig,

of nihil sine causa. In other words:

the assumption that even “our own lives are, in the last analysis, subject to
causation” and that if there should be an ultimately free ego in ourselves, it
certainly never makes its unequivocal appearance in the phenomenal world,
and therefore can never become the subject of theoretical ascertainment.
Hence freedom turns out to be a mirage the moment psychology looks into
what is supposedly its innermost domain (1977: 143-144).

Arendt is suggesting that traditions in political philosophy have been responsible for
the equation of freedom with free will, the assumption that men can only be free

when they have left the realm of the many (Nietzsche’s herd) for the realm of the
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self, “the innermost domain.” It is to the question of freedom, and the assumption
that freedom requires a certain attainment of psychological well-being in the
equation of freedom with free will in political philosophy, that Arendt advances her
most heated critique of the principle of the sovereign subject. Arendt writes, for

example, that:

To the question of politics, the problem of freedom is crucial, and no political
theory can afford to remain unconcerned with the fact that this problem has
led into “the obscure woods wherein philosophy has lost its way”. . . . neither
freedom nor its opposite is experienced in the dialogues between me and
myself in the course of which the great philosophical and metaphysical
questions arise, and that philosophical position . . . has distorted, instead of
clarifying, the very idea of freedom such as it is given in human experience by
transposing it from its original field, the realm of politics, to an inward
domain, the will, where it would be open to self-inspection (1977: 145).
Arendt’s conception of politics rejects outright this equation of freedom with free will,
with the inward domain, arguing that it is really no politics at all. In other words,
“freedom as related to politics is not a phenomenon of the will” (1977: 151), of the
interior, psychological realm of the self, but can only be experienced in the
performative action with others in the public realm. Calling into question the
assumption that the Platonic dialogue between me and myself is the space of
freedom, and arguing instead that it actually closes down the possibilities of politics,
Arendt offers a way into a critique of the privileging of the private (the inward

domain of the seif) as an aspect of the public, without having to accept her axiom

that the private has no place in the public reaim. 19 This refusal of freedom as

19 see also her Men in_Dark Times, where Arendt argues that “Stoicism represents
not so much a retreat from action to thinking as an escape from the world into the
self which, it is hoped, will be able to sustain itself in sovereign independence of the
outside world” (9). In reference to the work of Lessing, Arendt writes that “Lessing’s
thought is not the (Piatonic) silent dialogue between me and myself, but an
anticipated dialogue with others, and this is the reason that it is essentially
polemical” (10).
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something coterminous with the dialogue between me and myself is a promising one,
and will be put to use in my critiques of coming out in Chapter Seven.

Arendt argues that these political notions of freedom as free will are to be
found in the political writings of the eighteenth century. She cites Thomas Paine’s
insistence that “to be free it is sufficient [for man] that he wills it,” and Rousseau’s

“extreme individualism,” calling him “the most consistent representative of the

theory of sovereignty” (163). 20 A similar “extreme individualism” can of course be
located in the writings of John Stuart Mill, who, in On_Liberty, writes that, “over
himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign” (69), and that
“individuality . . .[is] one of the elements of well-being” (119). Explicit in Mill here is
the equation of freedom or liberty as free will, for he argues that “the appropriate
region of human liberty” is the “inward domain of consciousness” (71). In reference
to Mill's On_tiberty, Brown suggests too that it “marks self-direction as an ethical
imperative” (1995: 146).

Arendt articulates her alternative to the philosophical equation of freedom
with free will with the concept of action. While underscoring the centrality of freedom
(it is politics’ raison d’étre), freedom is to be found not within the self but through
action in the political realm (1977: 146). Though Arendt develops her theory of
action more fully in The Human Condition, she marks an important and instructive
distinction here. For Arendt, freedom can only be freedom in politics, in the space of
appearances that permits virtuous action to be realized (I will return to Arendt’s

troubling notions of virtuosity). What is important to point out here is that saying

20 On Arendt’s disagreements with Rousseau, see Vikki Bell, “The Promise of
Liberalism and the Performance of Freedom,” 87-95. This is also in marked contrast
to Tocqueville’s position in Democracy in America (first Eng. trans. 1835).
Tocqueville has aiso been referred to as a “prophet” of individualism. As Daniel J.
Boarstin points out, the term individualism entered our political vocabulary through
the first English translation of Democracy (see Daniel 3. Boorstin, “Introduction to
Vintage Classics Edition,” in Tocqueville 1990: x).



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































