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Chapter 18
Making Empire Respectable:

The Politics of Race and Sexual Morality
in Twentieth-Century Colonial Cultures
Ann Laura Stoler

The shift asvav from viewing colonial elites as homogeneous communities of com-
mon interest marks an important trajectory in the anthropology of empire. signaling
1 major rethinking of gender relations within it. More recent aitention (o the internal
tensions of colonial enterprises has placed new emphuasis on the guotidian assertion
of European dominance in the colonies. on imperiul intenventions in domestic life.
and thus on the cultural prescriptions by which European somen and men lived
(Callan and Ardener 1984: Knibiehler and Goutalier 1985: Reiis et al. 1986; Callanvay
1987: Strobel 1987). Having focused on how colonizers have viewed the indige-
nous other. we are beginning to sort our how Europenns in the colonies imagined
themselves and constructed communitics built on asvmmetries of race, class. and
gender — entities significantly at odds with the European models on which they
were drawn.

These feminist attempls 1o enzage the gender pelitics of Dutch. French. and Brit-
ish imperiul cultures convergs on some strikingly similur observations: namely. tat
European women in these colonies experienced the cleavages of racial dominance
and internal social distinctions veny differently than men precisely because of their
ambiguous positions. as both subordinates in colonil hierarchies and as acuve
agents of imperizl culture in their own right. Concomitantly. the majority of Euro-
peuan women who left for the colonies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries confronted profoundly rizid restrictions on their domestic. economic. and
political opticns. mare limiting rhan those of metropolitan Evrope at the time and
sharply contrasting with the opporunities open to colonial men.

In one form or another these studies raise a busic question: In what ways were
gender inequalities essential to the structure of colonial racism and imperial author-
in? Was the strident misogyny of imperial thinkers and colonml agents a byproduct
of received metropolitan values (“thev just brought it with them™, a reaction @
contemporary feminist demands in Europe {"women need to be put back in their
breeding place™. or a novel and pragmatic response o the conditions of conguest?
Was the assertion of European supremacy in terms of patriotic manhood and racial
virility an expression of imperial domination or a defining feature of it?

In this essay T examine some of the wiyvs in which colontl authority and racial
distinctions were fundamentaily structured in gendered terms. 1 look specifically at
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how the administrative and medical discourse and management of European sexual
activity, reproduction. and marriage related to the racial politics of colonial rule. Fo-
cusing on French Indochina and the Duich East Indies in the eariy rwentieth century.
but drawing on other contexts, I suggest that the verv categories of "colonizer” and
“colonized™ were secured through forms of sexual control that defined the domestic
arrangements of Europeans and the cultural investments by which they identified
themselves.” Gender-specific sexual sanctions demarcated positions of power by re-
fashioning middle-class conventions of respectability, which, in turn. prescribed the
perscnal and public boundaries of race.

Colonial authority was constructed on rwe powerful, but false, premises. The Arst
was the notion that Europeans in the colonies made up an easily identifiable and
discrete biological and social entity — a “natural” communirv of common class in-
terests, racial auributes, political affinities. and superior culture. The second was
the related notion thut the boundaries sepurating colonizer from colonized were
thus self-evident and easily drawn (Stoler 1989). Neither premise reflected colo-
nial realities (see. e.g.. Cooper 1930; Drooglever 1950; Ridley 1983: Prochaska 1989).
Internal divisions developed out of conflicting econcmic and political agendas. fric-
tions uver appropriate methods for safeguarding Europeuan privilege and power. und
competing criteria for reproducing a colonizl elite and for restricting its membership.

The lanter, the colenial politics of exclusion. was comtingent on constructing car-
egories: legul and social clussifications designating who was “white.” who was
“native.” who could become 2 citizen rather than a subject, which children were
legitimate progeny and shich were not. What mattered were nat onlv one’s phys-
ical properties but who counted as "Europeuan” and by what measure.” Skin shade
was 100 ambiguous; buank accounts were mercuriul: religious belief and education
were crucial but never encugh. Social and legal standing derived not only from color
but from the silences, acknowledgments. and denials of the social circumstances in
which one’s parents had sex (Martinez-Alier 1974; Ming 1983 Tavlor 1983). Sexual
unions in the context of concubinage. domestic service, prostitution. or church mar-
riage derived from the hierarchies of rule; but these were negotiated und contested
arrangements, bearing on individual fates and the very structure of coloniul soci-
env. Chimarely inclusion or exclusion required regulating the sexual. conjugal. and
domestic life of both Europeans in the colonies and their colonized subjects.

Colonial observers and participants in the imperial enterprise appear 0 have
had unlimited interest in the sexual interface of the colonial encounter (Malleret
1924:216; Pujarniscle 1931:106: Loutfi 1971:36). Probably no subject is discussed
more than sex in colonial literature and no subject more frequently invoked 1o foster
the racist stereotypes of European sociery. The tropics provided a site of European
pornographic fantasies long before conquest was underway, but with a sustained
European presence in colonized territories. sexual prescriptions by class, race, and
gender became increasingly central 1o the politics of rule and subject to new forms
of scrutiny by colonial states (Loutfi 1971: Gilman 1985:79).°

While anthropologists have attended to how European, and particularfy Victerian.
sexual mores affected indigenons gendered patterns of economic activity. politi-
cal panicipation. and secial knowledge. less atention has been paid to the wavs
in which sexual control affected the ven nature of colonial relations themselves
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(Tiffany and Adams 1985 In colonial scholarship more generallv, sexuul domima-
tion has figured as a social metaphor of European supremacy. Thus. in Edward Said’s
treatment of Orientalist discourse. the sexual submission and possession of Orien-
tal women by European men “stands for the pastern of relative strength berween
East and West™ (1979:0). In this "male power-fantasy.” the Orient is penetrated. si-
lenced, and possessed {(ibid.:207). Sexuality illustrates the iconography of rule. not
its pragmatics: sexual asymmetries are (ropes to depict other centers of power.

Such a treatment begs some basic questions. Was sexuality merely a graphic sub-
stantiation of who was. so o speak. on the op? Wus the medium the message. or did
sexual relations alwavs “mear” something else. stand in for other relations. evoke
the sense of other {pecuniary. political. or some possibly more subliminaly desires?
This analytic slippage between the sexuul symbols of powver and the politics of sex
runs throughout the colonial record and contemporary commentaries upon it. Cer-
tiinly some of this is due to the polyvalent qualiny of sexuzlinv, which is symbotically
rich and socially salient at the saume time. But sexua! control was more thun a “social
enacument” — much less a convenient metaphor — for coloniul domination tjordan
1968141 % it ™as. as 1 argue here, a fundamental class and racial marker implicated
in a1 wider set of relutions of power (Ballharchet 19301,

The relaiionship berveen gender prescriptions and racial bounduries still remains
unevenly unexplored. While we know thut European women of different classes ex-
perienced the coloniul venture very differently from one ancther and from men, we
still know relatively Litle about the distinct investmients they had in a racism they
shared i\an Helren and Witliams 1983: Knibiehler and Goutalier 1933 Callaway
1087). New feminist scholarship has begun to sort out the unique colonil experi-
ence of European women as they were incorporaied into and resisted and affected
the politics of their men, But the emphasis s ended o be on the broader issue
of gender subordination and colenial autherity. not more specifically on how sexual
conurol figured in the construction of racial houndaries per se.”

The linkage berween sexual control and racial tensions is hoth obvious and elu-
sive at the same time. While sexual fear may at base be a racial anxiery. we are still
feft 1o understand why such anxieties are expressed through sexualin (Takaki 19770
IF. as Sander Gilman (1983) elaims. sexuality is the most salient marker of otherness.
organically represenung racial ditference, then we should not be surprised that calo-
nial agents and colonized subjects expressed their contests — and vulnerabilities —
in these terms.

An overlapping set of discourses has provided the psvchological and economic
underpinnings for colonial distinctions of difference. linking fears of sexual con-
tamination. physical danger. climatic incompatibilitv. and moral breakdown to 2
European colonial identity with a racist and class-specific core. Colonial scientific
reports and the popular press are laced with statements and queries varving on 2
common theme: “narive wonen hear contagions™ “white women hecome sterile in
the tropics™; “colonial men are susceptible to physical. mental and moral degenera-
tion when they remuin in their colomal posts oo long.” To what degree are these
statements medicallv or politically groundedr We need 10 unpack what is metaphor.
what is perceived as dungerous (s it disease, culture. climate. or sex?). and what
is not
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In the sections that follow 1 look at the relationship berween the domestic ar-
rangements of colonial communitics and their wider political strucrures. The first
part examines the colonial debates over European familyv formation and over the
relationship between subversion and sex in an effen to trace how evaluations of
concubinage, meralitv, and white prestige more generully were altered by nesw
tensions within colonial cultures and by new challenges to imperial rule.

The second part examines whar I call the “cultural hygiene™ of colonialism. Fo-
cusing on the early twentieth century as a break point, T 1ake up the convergent
metrepolitan and coloniul discourses on health hazards in the tropics. race-thinking.
and social reform as they reluted to shifts in the rationalization of coloniui manage-
ment. In tracing how fears of “raciul degeneracy™ were grounded in class-specific

sexual norms. 1 return to how and why biological and cultural distinctions were
defined in gender terms.

The Domestic Politics of Colonialism: Concubinage and
the Restricted Entry of European Women

The rzgulation of sexual relattons was central 1o the development of purticular kinds
of colonial settlements and o the allocation of economic activity within them. Who
bedded and wedded with whom in the colonies of France. England. Holland. and
Iberia was never left 1o chance. Unions between Annamite women and French men.
between [avanese women and Dutch men, between Spanish men and Inca women
produced offspring with claims o privilege. whose rights 2nd status had 1o be de-
termined and prescribed. From the early seventeenth century through the twentieth
century. the sexual sanctons and conjugal prohibitions of colonial agents were rigor-
ously debuted and carefully codified. In these debates over matrimony and morality,
trading and plantation company offcials. missionaries. investmer bunkers. militan
high commands. and agents of the ¢colonial state confronted one znother's visions of
empire and the scilement patterns on which it would rest,

In 1622 the Dutch East Indies Company arranged for the ransport of six poor
but marriageable voung Dutch women to Java. providing them with clothing. a
dowry upon marriage, and a contract binding them to five vears in the Indies (Tav-
for 1983:12). Aside from this and one other short-lived experiment, immigration of
European women to the East Indies was consciously restricted for the next two
hundred vears. Enforcing the restriction by selecting bachelors as their European
recruits, the company legally und financially made concubinage the most auracrive
domestic option for its employees (Blussé 1986:173: Ming 1983:69; Taylor 1983:16).

It was not only the Durch East Indies Compuny ihat had profited from such ar-
rangements. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, salaries of European
recruits to the colonial armies, bureaucracies, plintation companies. and trading en-
terprises were kept artificially low because loczl women provided domestic services
for which new European recruits would otherwise have had to pay. In the mid-
1800s. such ammangements were de rigueur for voung civil servants intent on serrng
up households on their own (Ritter 1856:21). Despite some clerical opposition, at




S

R
RS

>

ﬂr\-‘a‘\':‘-u-'r‘* g
' Lol s

A

vy
S Rpy

.
R

v
AN

y . I i . hy e B e Mo etV .
o SRR L A YRR e 27N B el
- . - - - P g 1

et m o R

oy Loy
S ¥

348 Ann Laura Stoler

the end of the century concubinage was the most prevalent living arrangement for
European colonials in the [ndies (Ming 1983:70, Tayior 1983:16: vun Marle 1952:480).

Referred to as myai in Java and Sumatra. congai in Indochina, and petite épouse
throughout the French empire, the colonized woman living as a concubine to a Eu-
ropean man formed the dominunt domestic arrangement in colonial cultures through
the early twentieth century. Unlike prostitution, which could and often did result in
a population of syphilitic and therefore nonproductive European men. concubinage
was considered to have a stabilizing effect on political order and colonial health—a
relutionship that kept men in their barracks and bungalows. out of brothels and less
inclined 1o perverse limsons with one another.

In Asia and Africa. corporate and government decision makers invoked the so-
ciul services that local women supplied as ~useful guides to the language and other
mysteries of the local societies™ (Malleret 1934:216: Cohen 1971:122). Handbooks
for incoming plantution emplovees bound tor Tonkin. Sumatru. and Malaya urged
men 1o find Jocal “compunions™ as a prerequisite for quick acclimatization. 1s in-
sulation from the ill-health that sexual abstention. isolation. and boredom were
thought 10 bring (Butcher 1979-200. 202: Hesselink 1987:208: Braconier 1933:022:
Dixon 1913:77). Although British and Dutch colonial governments officially banned
concuhinage in the early rwentieth century. such measures were only selectively en-
forced. It remained tacitly condoned and practiced long after (Hvam 1936a; Callasvay
1087:49). In Sumatra’s plantaton belt. newly opened in the lute ninetzenth centur.
for example. Javanese and Japanese huishoudsters Thouseholders remained the rule
rather than the exception through the 1920s (Clerkx 1961:87-93: Stoler 19851:31-3+:
Lucas 1980:847,

“Concubinage” was a contemporany term that referred 1o the cohabitation outside
of marriage bermeen Europzan men and Asian women: in fact. it glossed a wide
range of arrangements that included sexual access to a non-European woman as
well as demands on her labor and legal rights to the children she bore (Pollmunn
1986:100; Lucas 1986:56Y.% Narive women {like European women in a later period)
were to keep men physically and psychologically fit for work and marginally con-
tent, not chstracting or urging them out of line. imposing neither the time-consuming
nor the financial responsibilities that European family life was thought o demand
{Chivas-Baron 1929:103)°

To say that concubinage reinforced the hierarchies on which colonial societies
svere based is not to say that it did not make those distinctions more problem-
atic at the same time. Grossly uneven sex rarios on North Sumuiran estates made
for intense competition among male workers and their European supervisors, with
vronwen perkara (disputes over women) resulting in assaults on whites. new labor
tensions. and dangerous incursions into the siandards deemed essential for white
prestige (Stoler 1983a:33: Lucas 1986:90-91). In the Netherlands indies more gen-
erally, an unaccounted number of impoverished Indo-European women moving
between prostitution and concubinage further disturbed the racial sensibilities of the
Dutch-born elite (Hesselink 1987:216). Metropolitan critics were particularly disdain-
ful of such domestic arransements on moral grounds — all the more so when these
unions were sustained and personally significant relationships. thereby contradictng
the racial premise of concubinage as un emotonalh unfeuered convenience. But
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perhaps most imporant. the tension berween concubinuge as a confirmation and

compromise of racial hierarchy was realized in the progeny that it produced: “mixed-

bloods.” puor “indos,” and abandoned métis children who straddled the divisions of
ruler and ruled threatened 1o blur the colonial divide.

Neverthelgss, colonial governments und private business tolerated concubinage
and actively encouraged it — principally by restricting the emigration of European
women to the colonies and by refusing employment to married male European re-
cruits. Although muny accounts suggest that European women chose to avoid early
pioneering ventures. and this must have been true in some cases, the choice wus
more often not their own (see Fredrickson 1981:109). Nor were the restrictions on
marriage and women’'s emigration lifted as each colony became politically stable.
medically upgraded. and economically secure. as jt is often claimed. Conjugal con-
struints lasted well into the twentieth century. long after rough living and a scarcity
of amenities had become conditions of the past. In the Inclies army. marriage was a
privilege of the officer corps while barrack concubinage was instituted and regulated
for the rank und file. In the twentieth century. formal and informal prohibitions set
by hanks. estites, and government services operating in Africa. India, and Southeast
Asia restricted marriage during the first three o five vears of service, while some pro-
hibited it altogether (Moore-Gilbert 1986:48: Woodcock 1969:164: Tirefort 1979:134:
Gann and Duignan 1978:240).

European demographics in the cclonies svere shaped by these economic and
political exigencies und thus were sharply skewed by sex. Among the laboring im-
migrant and native populations as well as among Europeans. the number of men
exceeded that of women by two o tvenn-five times. While in the Netherlands In-
dies, the overal] ratio of European women o men rose from forty-seven per one
hundred o eighn-eight per one hundred between 1900 and 1930, on Sumarra’s
plantation belt in 1920 there were still only sixtv-one European scomen per one hun-
dred European men (Tavlor 1983:128; Kolouale Versiag. quoted in Lucas 1050:52).
In Tonkin. European men (iotaling more than fourteen thousand) sharplyv outnum-
bered European weomen (just over three thousand) as late as 1931 (Gantes 1981:138).
What is important here is that by controlling the availability of European women and
the soms of sexual access condoned. state and corporate authorities controlled the
very social geography of the colonies. fixing the conditions under which European
populations and privileges could be reproduced.

The marriage prohibition was both a poliical and an economic issue, defining
the social contours of colonial communities and the standards of living within them.
But, as significantly, it revealed how deeply the conduct of private life and the sexual
proclivites that individuals expressed were tied to corporate profits and 1o the secu-
rity of the colonial state. Nowhere were the incursions on domestic life more openly
contested than in North Sumatra in the early 1900s. It was thought that unseemly do-
mestic arrangements could encourage subversion as strongly as acceptable upions
could avert it. Family stabiliv and sexual “normalcy” were thus linked to political
agitation or quiescence in very concrele wivs.

Since the late nineteenth cenrury, the major North Sumatran wbacco and rub-
ber companies had neither accepted married applicants nor allowed them to tzke
wives while in service (Schoevers 1913:38: Clerkx 1961:31-34). Company authori-
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ties argued that nen employees with familigs in tow would he u financiul burden.
risking the emergence of a “European proletriat” and thus a major threat to white
prestige (Kronick 1917:30; Sumaira Post 1913). Low-ranking plantation emplovees
protested against these company marriage resirictions, an issue that mobilhized their
ranks behind a broad set of demands (Stoler 1989:144). Uinder emplovee pressure.
the prohibition was relaxed to a marriage ban for the Arst fve vears of service. This
restriction. however, was never placed on evervone; it was pegged to salaries and
dependent on the services of local women. which kept the living costs and wages
of subordinate and incoming staff artificially low.

Domestic arrangements thus varied as government officials and privare businesses
weighed the economic versus political costs of one arrangement Over another. but
such calculations were invariably meshed. Europeuns in high office suw white pres-
tige and profus as inextricably linked. and atritudes toward concubinage reflected
that concern (Brownfoot 1984:1911. Thus in Malava through the 1920s. concubinage
was tolerated precisely because "poor whites” were not. Government and estate
administrators argued that white prestige would be imperiled if European men be-
came impoverished in attempting to maintain middle-class lifestyles and Europeun
wives (Butcher 1979:26). In lute nineteenth-century Java. in contrist. concubinage
iself was considered 1o be 1 major source of white pauperism. in the early 1900s it
was vigorously condemned at precisely the same time that 4 new colonial moralinv
passively condoned illegul brochels (Het Paupensme Commissie 1901: Nieuwenhuvs
1939:20~23: Hesselink 1687:208).

Whar explains such a difference? At least pant of the answer must be sought in
the effects concubinage was seen to have on Europeun culwural identity and on the
concerns for the communiny consensus on which it rests. Concubinage "worked™ s
long as the supremacy of Homo Europeaus was clear. When it was thought to be
in jeopardy. vulnerable. or less than convincing. as in the 1920s in Sumatra. colonial
elites responded by clarifving the cultural criteria of privilege and the moral prem-
ises of their unitv. Concubinuge was replaced by more restricted sexual access in the
politically safe {but medically unsatistactory) context ol prostitution and. where pos-
sible. in the more desirable setting of marringe berween “full-blooded™ Europeans
(Tavlor 1977:29). As we shall see in other colonial contexts. such shifts in policy and
prictice often coincided with an affirmation of sociul hierarchies und racial divisions
in less ambiguous terms.® Thus, it was not only morality that vacilluied but the very
definition of white prestige — and what its defense should entail. What upheld that
prestige was not a constant; concubinage was socially lauded at one time and seen

as a political menace at another. Appeals to white prestige were a gloss for different ..

intensities of racist practice, were gender-specific and cubrally coded.

Thus far I have treated colonial communities as a generic categosy despite the
sharp demographic. social. and political distinctions among them. North Sumatra’s
European-oriented. overwhelmingly male colonial population. for example, con-
trasted sharply with the more sexually balanced mestizo cultre that emerged in
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century colonial Java.” Such demographic variation,
however. was not the “bedrock” of social relations (Jordan 1998:141): sex ratios de-
rived from specific strategies of social engineering and were thus politcal responses
in themselves. While recognizing that these demographic differences and the social
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configurations to which they guve rise still need 1o be explained. I have chosen here
to trace some of the common politically gendered issues that a range of colonial
societies shared — thut is. some of the similar (and counterinwuitive) ways in which
the positioning of European women facilitated racial distinctions and new efforts o
modernize colonial control.'’

Racist but Moral Women: nocent but Immoral Men

Perhups nothing is as stnking in the sociological accounts of colonial communities
as the extraordinary changes that are said to accompany the entry of European-
born women. These adjustments shifted in one direction: toward Eu ropeun lifesnles
accentuating the refinements of privilege and the etiquettes of racial difference.
Most accounts agree that the presence of these women put new demands on the
white communities to tighten their ranks. clurify their boundaries, and mark out
their social space. The material culwure of French settlements in Suigdn. outposts in
New Cuinea, and estate complexes in Sumatra was retailored to accommodate the
physicil and moral requirements of o middle-class and respectable feminine con-
tingent (Malleret 1934 Gordon and Meggiit 1983; Stoler 1989). Housing structures
in Indochina were partitioned: residential compounds in the Solomon Islinds were
enclosed; senvant relations in Hawaii were formalized; dress codes in Juva were al-
tered: food and social wboos in Rhodesia and the Ivory Coast became maore strict.
Taken together. the changes encouraged new kinds of consumption and new so-
cial services catering to these new demands (Boutlier 1984, Spear 1903; Woodcock
1969: Cohen 1971).

The arrival of large numbers of European women thus coincided with an em-
bourgeoisement of colonial communities and with a significant sharpening of racial
lines. European women supposedly required more metropolitan amenities than men
and more spacious surroundings 10 allow it: their more delicate sensibilites reguired
more senvants and thus suitable quarters — discrete and enclosed. In short, white
women needed 10 be maintained at elevated standards of living. in insulated social
spaces cushioned with the cultural antifacts of “being European.” Whether women
or men set these new standards is left unclear. Who exhibited “overconcern™ and a
“need for” segregation (Beidelman 1982:13)? Mate doctors advised French women
in Indochina 1o have their homes built with separate domestic and kitchen quarters
(Grall 1908:74). Segregationist siandurds were what women “deserved” and more
importantly were what whire male prestige required that thev maintain.

Colonial rhetoric on white women was riddled with contradictions. Al the sume
time that new female immigrants were chided for not respecting the racial distance
of local convention. an equal number of colonial observers accused these women
of being more avid racists in their own right (Spear 1963; Nora 1961). Allegedly
insecure and jealous of the sexuul lizisons of European men with native women.
bound to their provincial visions and cultural norms. European women in Algeria,
the Indies, Madagascar. India. and West Africa were uniformly charged with caon-
structing the major cleavages on which colonial stratification rested (Spear 1963:140:
Nora 1961:17+4; Mannoni 1964:113: Gann and Duignan 1978:242; Kennedy 1947:164;
Nandy 1983:9).
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What is most startling here is thut women. otherwise murginal actors on the
coloniul stage. are charged with dramatically reshaping the face of colonial soci-
erv. imposing their racial will on African and Asian colonies where "an iron curtain
of ignorance™ replaced “relatively unrestrained social intermingling” in earlier vears
(vere Allen 1970:169: Cohen 1971:122). Europein women were not only the bearers
of racist beliefs but hard-line operatives who put them into practice. encouraging
class distinctions among whites while fostering new racial antagonisms, no longer
muted by sexual access (Vere allen 1970:168)." Are we 1o believe that sexual inti-
macy with European men yielded social mobility and politiczl rights for colonized
women? Or, even less likelv. that because Briush civil servants bedded with Indian
women. somehow Indian men had more "in common™ with British men and en-
joved more pariry? Colonized somen could sometimes parlay their positions inte
personal profit and small rewards. but these svere individual negotiations with no
sovial. legal, or cumuiative claims.

Alale colonizers positioned European women as the beurers of a redefined colo-
nial moralitv. Bur 1o suggest thar women fashioned this racism out of whole cloth
is to miss the political chronology i which new inrensities of racist practice arose.
In the African and Asian contexts already mentioned. the arrival of lurge numbers
of European wives. and particularly the fedr for their protection. followed from
new terms and tensions in the colonial encounter. The presence and protection of
European women were repeatedly invoked 1o clarify racial lines. Their presence co-
incided with perceived threats to European prestige (Brownfoort 1954:191), increased
racial conflict (Strobel 1087:378). covert chalienges o the colonial order. outright ex-
pressions of nationalist resistance. and internal dissension among whites themselves
(Stoler 1989:147).

If white nomen were the primary force behind the decline of concubinage. as is
often claimed. then thev plaved this role as panicipants in 2 broader racial reaiign-
ment and political plan (Knibiehler and Gourtalier 1983761, This is not 10 sUggest
that European women were passive in this process, us the dominant themes in their
novels attest (Tuvlor 1977:27), Many European women did oppose concubinage not
because of their inherent jealousy of native women but. as thev argued. because of
the double standard it condoned for Europeuan men (Clerkx 1901, Lucas 1986:94~
95).12 The voices of European women. however, had little resonance until their
objections coincided with a realignment in racial and class politics.

Dealing with Transgressions: Policing the Peril

The gender-specific requirements for colonial living. referred 1o above, were con-
structed on heavily racist evaluatons that pivoted on the heightened sexuality of
colonized men (Tiffany and Adams 1983 Although European women were absent
from men's sexual reveries in colonial literature. men of color were considered 10
see them us desired and seductive figures. European women needed protection be-
cause men of color had “primitive” sexual urges and uncontrollable fust. aroused DY
the sight of white women (Strobel 1987:379 Schmidt 1987411y, In some colonies,
that sexual threat was latent: in others, it was given a specific nume,

In southern Rhodesis and Kenva in the 1920s and 1930s. preoccupations with the
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“black peril” (referring o the professed dangers of sexual assault on white women
by black men) gave rise to the creation of citizens' militias. ladies’ riflerv clubs, and
investigations as 10 whether African female domestic senants would not be safer
to employ than men (Kirkwood 1984.158; Schmidt 1987:412: D. Kennedy 1987:128-
147). In New Guinea, the White Women’s Protection Ordinance of 1926 provided
“the death penalty for any person convicted for the crime of rape or attempted rape
upon a European woman or girl” (Inglis 1975:vi). And as late as 1934, Solomon
Islands authorities introduced public flogging as punishment for “criminal assaults
on [whitel females” (Boutilier 1984:197).

What do these cases have in common? First, the rhetoric of sexual assault and the
meusures used 10 prevent it had virtually no correlation with the incidence of rape of
European svomen by men of color. Just the contran: there was often no evidence, ex
post facto or at the time. that rapes were commitied or that ripe atempts were made
(Schmidt 1987 Inglis 1973: Kirkwood 1984; D. Kennedy 1987; Boutilicf 1984). This is
not to suggest that sexual assaults never occurred. but thar their incidence had little
to do with the fluctuations in anxiety about them. Second. the rape laws were race-
specific: sexual abuse of black women was not classified as rape and therefore was
not legally actionable. nor did rapes committed hy white men lead to prosecution
(Mason 1938:246-47). If these accusations of sexual threar were not prompted bv
the fact of rape. shat did they signal and to what were they tied?

Allusions to political and sexual subversion of the colonial svstem went hand in
hand. Concern over protection of white women iniensified during real and per-
ceived crises of control — provoked by threats o the internal cohesion of the
European communities or by infringements on their horders. While the chronologies
differ. we can identifv a pauerned sequeence of events in which Papuan, Algerian,
and South African men heightened their demands for civil rights and refused the
constraiots imposed upon their education. movements. or dress (Inglis 1975:8. 11
Sivan 1983:178) Rape charges were thus based on perceived transgressions of po-
Itical and sociul space. “Awempted rapes™ wrned out 16 be “incidents” of a Papuan
muan “discovered” in the vicinity of a white residence. u Fijian man who entered
a European patient’s room, 2 male servant poised at the bedroom door of a Eu-
ropean woman asleep or in half-dress (Boutilier 1984:197; Inglis 1975:11: Schmidt
1987:413). With such a broad definition of danger. all colonized men of color were
potential 2ggressors.

Accusations of sexual assaull frequenty followed upon heightened tensions
within European comumunities — and renewed efforts to find consensus within
them. In South Africa and Rhodesia, the relationship berween reports of sexual
assault and strikes among white miners and railwav workers is well documented
(van Onselen 1982:51; D. Kennedy 1957:138). Similarly, in the late 1920s, when la-
bor protests by Indonesian workers and European emplovees were most intense.
Sumarra’s corporate elite expanded their vigilante organizations. intelligence net-
works, and demands for police protection 1o ensure their women were safe and
their worlcers “in hand” (Stoler 1985b). In this particular context where the Euro-
pean community had been blatantly divided berween low-ranking estate emplovees

and the company elite. common interests were emphasized and domestic situations
were rearranged.
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In Sumatra’s plantation belt. subsidized sponsorship of married couples replaced
the recruitment of single Indonesian workers and European staff. with new incen-
tives provided for family formation in both groups. This recomposed lubor force of
family men in “stable households” explicitly weeded out the politically malcontent.
With the marriage restriction finally lifted for European staff in the 1920s, voung men
sought marriages with Dutch women. Higher salaries. upgraded housing. elevated
bonuses, and a more mediated chain of commind between colonized fieldworker
and colonial managers clarified economic and political interests. With this shift. the
vocal opposition to corporate and government directives, sustained by an inde-
pendent union of European subordinates for nearly two decudes, was effectively
dissolved (Stoler 1959:152-153).

The remedies intended to alleviate sexual dunger embraced a common set of pre-
scriptions for securing white control: increased surveillance of native men. new laws
stipulating severe corporal punishment for the transgression of sexual and social
boundaries. and the creation of areas made raciallv off limits. This morul rearma-
ment of the European community and reassertion of its culwural identity charged
European women with guarding new norms. While instrumental in promoting white
solidaritv. it was panly at their own expense. As we shall see, they were nearly as
closely sunveilled as colonized men (Strobel 1987).

While native men were legally punished for alleged sexual assauls, European
women were frequently blamed for provoking those desires. New arrivals from Eu-
rope were accused of being oo famitiar with their servants. lax in their commands,
indecorous in speech and dress (Vellut 1982:100: D. Rennedy 1987:141: Schmidt
1987:413). The Rhodesian mmorality Act of 1916 "made it an offence for a whire
woman to make an indecent suggestion to a male native™ (Mason 1955:247). In
Papua New Guinea. “everyone™ in the Ausiralian community agreed that rape as-
saults were caused by a "vounger generation of white women” who simply did not
Know how to rreat servanis {Inglis 1973.80). In Rhodesia as in Uganda, women were
restricted Lo activities within the European enclaves and dissuaded from raking up
farming on their own (Gartrell 1984:169: D. Kennedy 1987:141). As in the American
South, “etiquertes of chivalry controlled white women's behavior even as [it] guarded
caste lines™ (Dowd Hall 1984:64). A defense of community, moralitv. and white malc
power affirmed the vulnerabiliy of while women and the sexual threat posed by
native men and created new sanctions to limit the liberties of both.

Although European colonisl communities in the early twentieth century assid-
uously monitored the movements of European women, some European women
did work. French women in the setler communities of Algeria and Senegal ran

farms, rooming houses, and shops along with their men (Baroli 1967:159; O'Brien *

1972). Elsewhere, married Furopean women “supplemented” their husbands’ in-
comes, helping to maintain the “white standard” (Tirefort 1979: Alercier 1965:292).
Women were posted throughout the colonial emptires as missionaries, nurses, and
teachers; while some women openly questioned the sexist policies of their male
superiors, by and large their tasks buttressed rather than contested the established
cultural order (Knibiehler and Goutalier 1985; Callasvay 1987:111).

French feminists urged women with skills (and a desire for marriage) 1o setle
in Indochina at the turn of the century. but colonial administrators were adamantly
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against their immigration. Not onlyv was there a surfeit of widows without resources,
but European seamstresses, florists, and children’s outfitters could not compete with
the cheup and skilled labor provided by well-established Chinese firms (Corneau
1900:10, 121 In Tonkin in the 1930s there was sull “little room for single women.
be they unmarmied, widowed or divorced™; most were shipped out of the colony
ar the government's charge (Gantes 1981:45)."* Firmlv rejecting expansion based on
“poor white” (petit blanc) seulement as in Algeria, French officials in Indochina dis-
suaded colons with insufficient capital from entry and promptly repatriated those
who tried 10 remain.” Single women were seen as the quintessential petit bianc.
with limited resources and shopkeeper aspirations. hMoreover. they presented the
dangerous possibility that straitened circumstances would lead them to prostitution.
thereby degrading European prestige at large.

[n the Dutch East Indies. state officials identified European widows, 235 one of the
most economically vulnerable and impoverished segments of the Europesn commu-
nity (Het Pauperisme Conunissie 1901:28). Professional competence did not leave
Europeun women immune from marginalization. Single professional women were
held in contempt as were European prostitutes. with surprisingly similar objections.’
The imporant point is that numerous categories of women fell outside the sociul
space to which European colonial women were assigned — namely, as cusiodians
of family welfare and respectability and as dedicated and willing subordinates 1.
and supporters of. coloniil men. The rigor with which these norms were applied
becomes more comprehensible when we see how a European family life and bour-
geois respectabiliny became increasingly tied to notiens of racial survival, imperial
patriotism, and the political strategies of the colonial state. '

White Degeneracy. Motherbood, and the Eugenics of Empire

de-genr-er-ate ad). [L. degeneratus. pp. of degencrare. 1o Become wilibe one'’s race.
degenerate < degener. not gesvnine, base < de-. from + genus. race. Lind. see genis].
1. haring sunk below a formoer or normal condition, character erc.; deterioraied

2 morally corrupt. deprared — n. a degenerale person. esp. one who is moraily
depraved or sexually perverted — i -at’ed. -at' ing .. 2 to decline or become debased
morafly, cultmerafiv et 3. Biol. to wadergo degeneration: deteriorate

Wehslers New World Dictionar

European women were essential (o the colonial enterprise and the solidification
of racial boundaries in ways that repeatedly tied their supportive and subordi-
nale posiure to community cohesion and colonial peace. These fextures of their
positioning within imperial politics were powerfully reinforced at the turn of the
century by a merropolitan bourgeois discourse (and an eminentdy anthropolog-
ical one) intensely concerned with notions of "degeneracy” (Le Bras 1981:77).
Middle-class moralitv, manliness, and motherhood were seen as endangered by
the intintely linked fears of "degeneration” and miscegenation in scientifically
construed racist beliefs (Mosse 1978:82)."° Due 1o environmental andsor inherited
factors, degeneracy could be averted positively by eugenic selection or negatively
by eliminating the ~unfit” (Mosse 1978:87: Kevles 1985:70-84). Eugenic arguments
used to explain the social malaise of industrialization. immigratton. and urbanization
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in the early wentieth century derived from the notion that acquired characteristics
were inheritable and thus that poverty. vagrancy. and promiscuity were class-
linked biological traits. tied to genetic material as directly as night blindness and
blond hair,

Appealing 10 a broad political and scientific constituency at the turn of the century.
eugenic societies included advocates of infant welfure programs. lfiberal intellectu-
als. consenvative businessmen. Fabians. and physicians with social concerns. By the
1920s, however, these societies contained un increasingly vocal number of those
who called for and put into law. if not practice. the sterilization of significant
numbers in the British. German. and American working-class populations (Mosse
1578.87; 1985:122)." Negative eugenics never gained the same curreney in Hollund
as it did elsewhere: nevertheless. it seems clear from the Dutch and Duich Indies sci-
entific and popular press that concerns with hereditary endowment and with “Indo
degeneracy” were grounded in a cultural racism that rivaled 1ts French variant. it in
a somewhar more muied form.'™ '

Feminists atempted o appropriate this rhetoric for their own birth control pro-
arams, but eugenics was essentially elnist. racist. and misogynist in principle and
practice (Gordon 1976:393 Davin 1978 Hammernon 1979). Its proponents advo-
cated a pronatalist policy toward the white middle and upper classes. u rejection
of work roles for women that might compete with motherhood. and “un assump-
lion that reproduction was not just a function but the purpose ... of 4 woman’s life”
(Gordon 1976:134Y. In France. England. Germany. and the United Staies. positive
eugenics placed European women of “good stock™ as “the fountainhead of racial
strength” (Ridley 1953.91), exalting the cult of motherhood while subjecting it to
more tharough scientific scrutiny (Davin 1978:12), ’

As part of metropolitan class politics, eugenics reverberated in the colonies in
predictable as well as unexpected forms. The moral. biclogical. and sexual refer-
ents of the notion of degeneracy tdistingt in the dictionany citation above) cume
together in how the concept was actually deploved. The “colonial branch™ of eu-
genics embraced a theory and practice concerned with the vulnerubilities of white
rule and pew measures to safeguard European superiority. Designed o control
the procreation of the "unfit” lower orders, eugenics targeted “the poor. the colo- -
nized. or unpopular strangers” {Hobsbawm 1987:233). It was, however, 2150 used cid

by metropolitan observers against colonials and by coloniul elites aguinst “degener- !
are” members among themselves (Koks 1931:179-89). While studies in Europe and
the United States focused on the inherent propensity of the poor for criminaliry, in
the Indi¢s delinquency among poor Indo-European children was biologically linked
to the amount of “native blood™ they had (Braconier 1918:11). Eugenics provided
not so much a nex vocabulary as a medical and moral basis for anxiety over white
prestige. an anxiety that reopened debates over segregated residence and educa-
ton. new standards of morality. sexual vigilance, and the rights of cenain Europeans

o rule.
Eugenic influence manifested itself. not in the direct importation of metropoli- -
tan practices such as sterilization. but in a translation of the political principles and

the social values that eugenics implied. In defining whut was unucceptable. eugen-
ics also identified what constituted 1 ~valuable life™: "a gender-specific work and
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productivity, described in social. medical and psychiatric terms” (Bock 1984:274).
Applied 10 European colonials, eugenic statements pronounced what kind of peo-
ple should represent Dutch or French rule, how they should bring up their children.
and with whom they should socialize. Those concerned with issues of racial survival
and racial purity invoked moral arguments about the national durny of French. Dutch.
British. and Belgian colonial women to stay at home.

If in Britain racial deterioration was conceived to be a result of the moral twirpitude
and the ignorance of working-class mothers, in the colonies, the dangers were more
pervasive, the possibilities of cortamination worse. Formulations to secure European
rule pushed in two directions: on the one hand, away from ambiguous racial gen-
res and open domestic arringements, and, on the other hand. toward an upgrading.
homogenization, and a clearer delineution of Europeuan standards; away from misce-
genation toward white endegamy; away from concubinage roward family formution
and legal marriage; away from. as in the case of the Indies, mesiizo customs and
toward metropolitan norms (Taylor 1983; van Doorn 1983). As stated in the bulletin
of the Netherlands Indies’ Eugenic Society, "[Elugenics is nothing other than belief
in the possibility of preventing degenerative symptoms in the body of our beloved
moederroléen, or in cases where they may already be present. of counteracting
them” (Rodenwalt 1923:11.

Like the modernization of colonialism itself, with ius scientific manugement and
educated technocrats with limited local knowledge. colonial communities of the
early rwventieth century were rethinking the wavs in which their authority should
be expressed. This rethinking took the form of asserting a distinct colonial moraliny.
explicit in its reorientation toward the racial and ¢lass murkers of "Europeanness.”
emphasizing transnational racial commonalities despite nationul differences — dis-
ling a Homo Eurgpeans of superior health, wealth, and inelligence us a white
man’s norm. As onc celebrared commentator on France's colonial venture wrore:
“[Olne might be surprised that my pen always returns to the words blane Twhitel or
‘European’ and never to Frangais.”. . [In effect colonial solidarity and the obliga-
tions that it entails ally all the peoples of the white races™ (Pujarniscle 1931:72; also
see Delavignette 1946:41).

Such sensibilities colored imperial policy in nearly all domains, with fears of phys-
ical contamination merging with those of political vulnerability. To guard their ranks,
whites had o increase their numbers and 1o ensure that their members blurred nei-
ther the biological nor the political boundaries on which their posver rested.' In the
metropole. the socially and physically “unfit.” the poor, the indigent. and the insane
were to be either sterilized or prevented from marriage. In the British and Belgiun
colonies, among others, it was these very groups among Europeans who were either
excluded from entry or institutionalized while they were there and when possible
sent home {Arnold 1979, see also Vellur 1987:97).

Thus, whites in the colonies adhered to a politics of exclusion that policed their
members as well as the colonized. Such concerns were not new (o the 1920s (Tavlor
1983: Sutherland 1982). As early as the mid—eighteenth century. the Dutch East In-
dies Company had already taken “draconian measures” to control pauperism among
"Dutchmen of mixed blood” (Encyclopedie van Nederland-indie 1919:367). In the
same period, the British East Indies Company legally and administratively dissuaded
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lower-class European migration and settlement, with the arcument that they migit
destrov Indian respect for "the superiority of the European characier” (quoted in
Arnold 1963:139). Patriotic calls to populate Java in the mid-1800s with poor Dutch
farmers were also condemned. but it was with new urgency thut these possibilities
were rejected in the following century as chullenges 1o European rnuie were more
profoundly felt.

Measures were taken both 10 avoid the migration of poor whites and to pro-
duce a colonial profile that highlighted the virality, coloniul putriotism. and racial
superiority of Evropean men (Loutfi 1971:112~13: Ridley 1983:104).”" Thus, British
colonial administrators were retired by the age of fiftv-five. ensuring that “no Ori-
ental was ever allowed to see a1 Westerner as he aged and degenerated. just as no -
Westerner needed ever to see himself. . as anvthing but a vigorous, rational, ever- : i
alert young Raj” (Said 1979:42). In the tventieth century, these “men of cluss™ and
~men of characier™ embodied a modernized and renovated colonial rule: they were
to safeguard the colonies against physical sveakness, moral decay. and the inevitable
degeneration that long residence in the colonies encouraged and the temptations
that interracial domestic situations had allowed.

Given this ideal. it i3 not surprising that colonial communities stronglyv discour-
aged the presence of nonproductive men. Dutch and French colorizl administrators
expressed a constant concern with the dangers of unemploved or impoverished
Furopeans. During the succession of economic crises in the eurly mvenueth cen-
tury. relief agencies in Sumatra, for example. organized fund-raisers. hill-station
retreats. and small-scale agricultural schemes to keep "unfit” Europeans “trom rcam-
ing around” (Kroniek 1917:49). The colonies were neither open tor retirement nor
tolerant of the public presence of poor whites. During the 1930s depression. when
tens of thousands of Europeans in the Indies found themselves withour jobs. gov-
ernment and private resources were quickly mobilized 1o ensure that they were not

“reduced” to native living standards (Veerde 1931: Kantoor van Arbeid 1935). Subsi-
dized health care. housing. and educauon complemented a rigorous affirmation of
European cultural standards in which European somanhood plaved a central role
in keeping men ¢frilisc.

On Cultural Hygiene: The Dynamics of Degeneration

The shift in imperia} thinking that we can identfy in the early twenueth century
focuses not only on the otherness of the colonized but on the otherness of colo-
nials themselves. In metropolitan France, a profusion of medical and sociological
tracts pinpointed the colonial as a distinct and degenerate sociul type, with specific =
psvchological and even physical characteristics {Maunier 1932; Pujarniscle 1931).47
Some of that difference was attributed to the debilitating effects of climate and social
milieu, “such that afier a cenain time, he {the colonull has become both phy sically .
and moraliv a completely different man™ (Maunier 1932:169). R
Medical manuals warned that people who stayed “loo long”™ were in grave dan '
ger of overfatigue, of individual and racial degeneration. of physical breakdown
(not just illness), of culural contamination. and of neglect of the conv entions of -
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supremacy and agreement about what they were (Dupuy 1933:184-83). What were

identified as the degraded and unique characteristics of French colonials — osten-

tarion,” “speculation,” “inaction,” and a general “demoralization™ — were “faults”
contracted from native culture, which now marked them as décivilise (Maunier

1932:174; Jaurequiberry 1924:23).

Colonial medicine reflecied and affirmed this slippage berween physical, moral.
and cutural degeneracy in numerous wavs. The climatic, social, and work con-
ditions of colonial life gave rise 10 a specific set of psychotic disorders affecting
Fequilibre cerebral, predisposing Europeans in the tropics 1o mental breakdown
{Hartenberg 1910: Abatucci 1910). Neurasthenia was @ mujor problem in the French
empire and supposedly accounted for more than half the Dutch repatriations from
the Indies to Holland (Winckel 1938:332). In Europe and America. it was “the
phantom discuse. . the classic illness of the late 19th century,” intimately linked
to sexual deviation and to the destruction of the social order itself (Gilman 1985:
199, 202

While in Europe neurasthenia was considered to signal 2 decadeni overioad of
“madern civilization” and its high-pitched pace. in the colonies its ericlogy ook the
reverse form. Colonial neurasthenin was allegedly caused by a distance from civiliza-
rion and European community and by proximity to the colonized. The susceptibility
of a ¢colonial male was increused by an existence “outside of the social framework o
which he was adapted in France. isolation in outposts. physical and morul fatigue,
and modified food regimes™ (Joveux 1937:335).7

The proliferation of hill stztions in the maentieth century reflected these politcal
and phvsical concerns. Invented in the early nineteenth century as sites for milicary
posts and sanitariums, hill stations provided ~European-iike environmenis” in which
colonials could recoup their physical and mental well-being by simulating the con-
ditions “at home™ (King 1970:163). Isolated at relatively high altitudes. they took on
new importance with the arrival of increasing numbers of European women and
children. considered particularly susceptible © anemia. depression, and ili-health.”
Vacation bungalows and schools built in these “naturally” segregated surroundings
provided cuitural refuge and regeneration (Price 1939).

Some doctors considered the only treatment to be “le retour en Europe” (return
o Europe) (Joveux 1937:335; Pujarniscle 1931:28). Gthers encouraged a local set of
remedies, prescribing a bourgeois ethic of morality and work. This included sexual
moderation, 2 “regulurity and regimentarion” of work, abstemious diet. physical ex-
ercise, and Enropean camaraderie, butiressed by a solid family life with European
children, raised and nunured by a European wife (Grall 1908:31; Price 1939: also
see D. Kennedy 1987:123). Guides to colonial living in the 1920s and 1930s reveal
this marked shift in outlook; Dutch, French. and British doctors now denounced the
unhealthy. indolent lifesryles of "old colenials,” extolling the active, engaged. and
ever-busy activities of the new breed of colonial hushand and wife (Raptschinsky
1941:40). Wornen were exhorted o actively participate in household management
and child-care and otherwise 10 divert themselves with botanjcal collections and
“good works™ (Chivas-Baren 1929: Favre 19381
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Cultural Contamination, Children. and the Dangers of Métissage

[Young colonial men) are often driven to seek a temporary compaition among women
of color: this is the path by which. as I shall presently show. contagion travels back

and forth, contagion in all senses of the word.
Maunier 1932:171

Racial degeneracy was thought to have social causes and political consequences.

(interracial unions) generally, and concubinage in particular, represented the
paramount danger to racial purity and cultural identity in all its forms. It was
through sexual contact with svomen of color that French men “contracted” not only
disease bur debased sentiments. immoral proclivities. and extreme susceptibility 10
decivilized states (Dupuy 19553:198).

By the early twentieth century, concubinage was denounced for undermining pre-
cisely those things that it was charged with fortifying decades eadier. Local women,
who had been considered protectors of men’s well-being. were now seen a3 the N
bearers of ill-health and sinister influences; adaptation to local food, language. and '
dress. once prescribed as healthy signs of acclimatization. were now sources of con- l
tagion and loss of the (white) self. The benefits of local knowledge and sexual
release gave way to the more pressing demands of respectability, the communiry’s
solidarity. and its mental health. Increasingly. French men in Indochina who kept na-
tive women were viewed as passing into “the enemy camp” (Pujarniscle 1931:107).
Concubinage became not only the source of individual breakdown and ill-health
but the biological and social root of racial degeneration and political unrest. Chil-
dren born of these unions were “the fruits of a regretiable weakness™ (Mazet 1932:8),
physicallv marked and morally marred with “the defaults and mediocre qualiues of
their [native] mothers” (Douchet 1928:10) I

Concubinage was not as economically tidy and pelitically near as colonial policy- .
makers had hoped. It concerned more than sexual exploitation and unpaic domestic .
svark: it was about children — many more than official sttistics often reveuled —
and who was to be acknowledged as a European and who was not. Concubines’
children posed a classificatory problem. impinging on political security and white
prestige. The majority of such children were not recognized by their fathers. nor
were they reabsorbed into locai communities as authorities often claimed. Although
some European men legally acknowledged their progeny. many repatriated 1o Hol-  #+
land. Britain, or France and cut off ties and support to mother and children (Brou ‘

1907; Ming 1983:75). Native women had responsibility for, but attenuated rights over,
their own offspring. They could neither prevent their children from being taken fromg
them nor conlest paternal suitability for custody. While the legal system favored 4 -;
European upbringing, it made no demands on European men to provide it; many .
children became wards of the state, subject to the scrutiny and imposed charity of P
the European-born community at large. :
Concubines' children were invariably counted among the ranks of the European ENI
colonial poor. but European paupers in the Netherlands Indies in the late nineteenth ’
century came from a far wider strata of coloniul soctety than that of concubings ',
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alone (Het Pauperisme Commissie 1903). Many Indo-Europeans had become in-
creasingly marginalized from strategic political and economic positions in the eurly
tventieth century, despite new educationu) opportunities encouriged at the wrn of
the century. In the 1920s and 1930s. vouths born and educated in the Indies were
uncomfortably squeezed berween an influx of new colonial recruits from Holland
and the educated infander (native) population with whom they were in direct com-
petition for jobs (Mansvelt 1932:295).** At the wrn of the century, volumes of official
reports were devoted to documenting and alleviating the proliferation on Java of a
“rough” and “dangerous pauper element” among Indo-European clerks, low-level
officials, and vagrants ( Encyclopedie van Nederiand-Indie 1919:367).

European pauperism in the Indies reflected broad inequalities in colonial socienv.
underscoring the social heterogenein of the category “European” itself. Nonethe-
less. as lute us 1917, concubinage was still seen by some as its major cause and as
the principal source of blanken-baters (white-haters) (Braconier 1917:298). Concu-
binage became equared with a progeny of "malcontents,” of “parasitic™ whites. idle
and therefore dangerous. The fear of concubinage was carried vet a step further
and ued to the political fear that such Eurasizns would demand economic access
and political rights and would express their own interests through alliance with
(and leadership of) organized opposition to Durch rule (Mansvelt 1932: Blumberger
1939;.%

Racial prejudice against méris was often. as in the Belgian Congo. “camouflaged
under protestations of ‘pity’ for their fate, as if thev were ‘malberreny’ [unhappy]
beings by definition” (Vellut 1982:103), They wvere objects of chanty. and their
protection in Indochina was a cause célebre of European women — feminisis
and staunch colonial supporters — at home and abroad (Knibiehler and Goutalier
1985:37). European colonial women were urged 0 oversee their "moral protec-
tion.” 1o develop their “natural” inclination toward French s0ciety. o turn them into
"partisans of French ideas and influence™ instead of revolutionaries (Chenet 1936:5:
Sambuc 1931:261). The gender breakdown is clear: moral instruction reflected fears
of sexuul promiscuiry in métisse girls and the political threat of métis bovs turned
militant men.

Orphanages for abandoned European and Indo-European children were not new
features of twentieth-century colonial cultures; however, their importance increased
vastly as an ever larger number of illegitimute children of mixed pareniage populated
gray zones along colonial divides, In the Netherlands Indies bv the mid-eighteenth
century, state orphanages for Europeans were established to prevent “neglect and
degeneracy of the many free-roaming poor bastards and orphans of Europeans”
(quoted in Braconier 1917:293). By the nineteenth century, church, state, and pri-
vate organizations had become zealous backers of orphanages, providing some
education but stronger doses of moral instruction. In India, civil asylums and char-
ity schools cared for European and Anglo-Indian children in “almost every 1own,
canonment and hill-station” (Arnold 1979:1083. In French Indochina in the 1930s.
vimually every colonial city had a home and sociery for the protection of abundoned
métis youth (Chenet 1936: Sambuc 1931:256—"2. Mallerer 193-4:220).

Whether these children were in fact “abandoned” by their Asian mothers is diffi-
cult 1o establish; the fact that métis children living in native homes were often songht
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out by state and private orgunizations and placed in these instiutions o profec
them against the ~demorilised and sinister” influences of nutive kampong life sug-
gests another interpretation (Taylor 1983). Public assistance in Indlia. Indochina. and
the Netherlunds Indies was desianed not only to keep fair-skinned children from
running barefoot in pative villages but to ensure that the proliferation of European
pauper settlements svas curtailed and controlied.® The preoccupation with creating
a patriotic loyalyy to French and Duich culture among children was svmptomatic of
a more general fear — namely. that there were already patricides of the colonial fa-
therland in the making; that the girls would grow up to fall into prostitution: that the
boys — with emotional ties 1o native women and indigenous sociery — would grow
up to join the verbasterd (degenerate) and décivilisé enemies of the state (Braconier |
1917:793: Pouvourville 1926; Sambuc 1931:261; Malleret 19341 o

Erropean Motherbood and Middle-Class Mavality

A man remains a man as long as be is under the warch of a woman of his race.
George Hardy, quoted in Chivas-Baron 1929:103

Rationalization of impertal rule and safeguards against racial degeneracy in European
colonies merged in the emphasis on particular mora) themes. Borh entailed a reasser-
tion of European convenuons. middle-cluss respectability. more frequent ties with
the metropole, and a restatement of svhat was culturally distinct and superior about
how colonials ruled and lived. For those women who came 10 join their spouses
or 1o find husbands. the prescriptions were clear. Just as new plantation employ- i
ees were aughl 1o manage the natives, women were schooled in coloniul propriety
and domestic management. French manuals, such as those on colonial hvgiene in

indochina. outlined the duties of colonial wives in no uncertin terms. As “auxiliary o
forces” in the imperial effort they were 10 “conserve the fitness and sometimes the g ,
life of all around them™ by ensuring that “the home be happy and gay and thar all }
take pleasure in clustering there™ (Grall 1908:66; Chailley-Bert 1897}, Practical guides T

10 life in the Belgian Congo instructed (und indeed warned) la Jemme blanche that
she was 10 keep “order. peace. hygiene, and economy” (Favre 1938:217} and to "per-
petuate a vigorous race” while preventing any “laxity in our administrative mores”
(Favre 1933:256; Travaux du Groupe d'Etudes Colonisles 1910:10).

This "division of labor” contained obvious asymmetries. Men were considered
more susceptible to moral wrpitude than women. who were thus held respon-
sible for the immoral states of men. European women were to create and protect -
colonial prestige, insulating their men from cultural and sexual contact with the col- ..J"F

s
i

W a
by

onized (Travaux du Groupe dEtudes Coloniales 1910.7). Racia} degeneracy would _ =
be cunailed by European women, who were charged with regenerating the physical g g
health, the metropolitan affinities. and the imperial purpose of their men (Hardy .
1929:78). i
Al the heart of these attitudes was a reassertion of racial difference that harnessed "¢
nationalistic rhetoric and markers of middle-class morality to its cause (Delavignete - :
1946:47: Loutfi 1971:112: Mosse 1978:86). George Mosse describes European racism .-
in the early rwventieth century us a “scavenger ideology.” annexing nationalism and
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bourgeois respectabilin: such that control over sexuality was central 1o all three
(1985:10, 133-52). If the European middle class sought respectability “to maintain
their status and self-respect against the lower-classes, and the aristocracy.” then in
the colonies. respectabiiity was a defense against the colonized and a way for the
colonizers to more clearly define themselves (Mosse 1983:3). Good colonial living
now meant hard work. no sloth, and physical exercise rather than sexual release.
which had been one rationale for condoning concubinage and prostitution in an
earlier period. The debilitating influences of climare could be surmounted by regu-
lar diet and meticulous personal hygiene, over which European women were to take
full charge. Manuals on how to run a European household in the ropics provided
detailed instructions in domestic science. moral upbringing. and employer-servant
relations. Adherence to strict conventions of cleanliness and cooking occupied an
inordinate amount of women's time (Hermans 1925; Ridlev 1983:77). Both activities
entailed a constant suneillance of native nursemaids. laundrymen, and live-in ser-
vants. while reinforcing the domestication of European women themselves (Brink
1920:43).

Leisure, good spirit. and creature comfors became the obligation of women 1o
provide, the racial dury of women to maintain. Sexual temptations with women of
color would be cunailed by a happy family life. much as ~extremist agitation” on
Sumatra’s estates was 1o be averted by selecting married recruits and by providing
family housing 10 permanent workers (Stoler 19832). Moral laxity would be elimi-
nated through the example and vigilance of women whose status was defined oV
their sexual restraint and dedication 1o their homes and to their men.

The perceptions and practice that bound women's domesticity 1o national wel-
fare and racial purity were not applied to colonial women alone. Child-rearing in
late nineteenth-century Britain was hailed as a national. imperial. and racial durv,
as it wus in Holland, the United States. and Germany at the same time (Davin
1978:13: Smith-Rosenberg and Rosenberz 1973:35; Bock 1984:274: Stuurman 1985).
[n France. where declining birthrates were of grave concern. popular colonial au-
thors such as Pierre Mille pushed mothering as women's “essential contribution to
the imperial mission of France” (Ridley 1983:90). With motherhood at the center of
empire-building. pronatalist policies in Europe forced some improvement in colonial
medical facilities. the addition of maternitv wards, and increased information about
and control over the reproductive conditions of European and colonized women
alike. Maternal and infant health programs insiructed European women in the use of
milk substitutes. wet nurses, and breasi-feeding practices in an effort 10 encourage
more women 1o stay in the colonies and in response to the many more that came
(Hunt 1988). But the belief that the colonies were medically hazardous for white
women meant that motherhood in the tropics was not only a precarious but a con-
flicted endeavor. French women bound for Indochina were warned that they would
only be able to fulfill their mazernal duty “with great hardship and damage 1o [their]
heaith™ (Grall 1908:65).

Real and imagined concern over individual reproduction and racial sunvival con-
ined and compromised white colonial women in a number of ways. Tropical
climates were said to cause low fertility. prolonged amenorrhea, and permanent
sterility (Rodenwalt 1928:3; Hermans 1925:123), Belgian doctors confirmed that “the
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woman who goes 10 live in a tropical climate is often lost for the reproduction of the
race” (Knibiehler and Goutalier 1985:92: Vellut 1982:100). The climatic and medical
conditions of colonial life were associated with high infant mortality, such that “the
life of a European child was nearly condemned in advance” (Grall 1908:05; Price
1939:204).

These perceived medical perils called into quesiion whether white women and
thus “white races” could actually reproduce if they remained in the tropics for
extended periods of time. An international colonial medical community cross-
referenced one another in citing evidence of racial sterility by the second or third
generation (Harwood 1938:152; Cranworth, quoted in D. Kennedy 1987:115). While
such a dark view of climate was not prevalent in the Indies, psychological and
physical adaptation was never a given. Dutch doctors repeatedly quoted German
physicians. if not to affirm the inevible infertiline among whites in the tropics.
at least to support their contention that European-born women and men (totoks)
should never sty in the colomes oo jong (Hermans 1925:123). Medical studies
in the 1930s, such as that suppored bv the Netherlands Indies Eugenic Society,
were designed 10 test whether fertilin: rates ditfered by “racial type” berween Indo-
European and European-born women and whether children of cernain Europeans
horn in the indies displaved different “racial markers” than their parents (Rodenwalt
1928:4).

Like the discourse on degeneracy. the fear of sterility was less about the biologi-
cal survival of whites than about their potitical viability and cultural reproduction.
These concerns were evident in the early 1900s. coming to a crescendo in the
1930s when white unempiovment hit the colonies and the metropole at the same
time. The depression made repatriation of impoverished French and Durch colo-
nial agents uprealistic. prompiing speculation as 10 whether European working
classes could be relocated in the tropics without causing further racial degeneration
(wWinckel 1938: Price 1939). Although white migration to the tropics was reconsid-
ered. poor white settlements were rejected on economic, medical. and psychological
grounds (Feuilletau de Bruvn 1938:27). Whatever the solution. such issues hinged
on the reproductive potential of European women. invasive questionnaires (which
manv women refused to answer) concerning their “acclimatization.” and derailed
descriptions of their sexual lives.

Imperial perceptions and policies fixed European women in the colonies as
“instruments of race-culture™ in what proved to be personally difficult and contra-
dictory wavs (Hammerton 1979). Child-rearing manuals faithfully followed the sorts
of racist principles that constrained the activities of women charged with child-care
(Grimshaw 1983:507). Medical experts and women's organizations recommended
strict surveillance of children's activities {Mackinnon 1920:944) and careful attention
to those with whom they plaved. Virally every medical and household handbook
in the Dutch. French. and British colonies in the early rwentieth century warned
against leaving small children in the unsupervised care of local servants. In the
Netherlands Indies. it was the “duty” of the bedendaagsche blunke moeder (modern
white mother) to take the physical and spiriniai upbringing of her offspring away

from the babu (native nursemaid) and into her own hands (Wanderken 1943:173)-
Precautions had to be 1aken against “sexual danger.” against unclean habits of do-
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mestics. and against a “stupid negress” who might leave a child exposed o the
sun (Bauduin 1941: Bérenger-Féraud 1875:491). Even in colonies where the climate
was not considered unhealthy, European children supposed)y thrived well “only up

to the age of six" when native cuhural influences came into stronger play (Price
1939:204; Grimshaw 1983:307). In the Dutch East Indies, where educational facilities
for European children were considered excellent. some still deemed it imperatjve
to send them back o Holland to avoid the “precocity” associated with the tropics

and the “danger” of contact with indiscie youths not from “full-blooded European
elements” {Bauduin 1941:63):

We Duich in the Indies live in a countny which is not our own. ... [We fecl instingtively
that our bionde, white children belong to the bionde. white dunes. the forests. the
moors. the lakes, the snow. ... A Duich child sheuld grow up in Holland. There they
will acquire the chamcterstics of their race, not onls from mother's milk but also from
the influence of the light. sun and water. of plavmates, of life. in 2 word, in'the sphere
of the fatherland. This is not racism. (Bauduin 1941:63—64)

But even in the absence of such firm convictions, how 1o assure the “moral up-
bringing” of European children in the colonies remained a primary focus of women's
organizations in the Indies and elseshere right through decolonization.” In many
colonial communities. school-age children were packed off to Europe for education
and socialization. In those cases European women were confronted with a difficult
set of choices that entiled separation from either their children or their husbands
Frequent trips herween colony and metropole not onlv separated families but also
broke up marriages and homes (Malleret 193-4:164: Grimshaw 1983:507 Callaway
1987:183-84). The imporant point is that the imperial duty of women w closely
surveil husbands, servants. and children profoundly affected the social space they
occupied and the economic activities in which they could feasiblv engage.

Shifting Strategies of Rule and Sexual Morality

Though sex canuwor of iiself enable men (o transcend racial barriers, i generdies
some achniration and affection across them. which is healthy. and which cannot
aluays be dismissed as merely self-interested and prudential. On the whole, sexual
nteraction between Europeans and non-Europeans probably did more Lood thean

barn: 1o race relations, at any rate. 1 cannol accept the feminist contention thar it
was fundamentally undesirable,

Hyam 1986k:75

The political etvmology of colonizer and colonized was gender- and class-specific.
The exclusionary politics of colonialism demarcated not just external boundaries but
interior frontiers, specifying internal conformity and order among Europeans them-
selves. I have tried to show that the categories of colonizer and colonized were
Secured through notions of racial difference constructed in gender terms. Redefi-
nitions of sexual protocol and morality emerged during crises of colonial control
precisely because they called into question the tenuous zrtifices of rule within Eu-
Topean communities and what marked their borders. Even from the limited cases
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we have reviewed, several patterns emerge. First and most obviously. colonial sex-
ual prohibitions were racially asvmmetric and gender-specific. Thus racial auributes
were rarely discussed in nongendered terms: one was always a black man. an Asian
woman. Second. interdictions against interracial unions were rarely a primary im-
pulse in the strategies of rule. Interracial unions (as opposed 10 marriage) berween
Furopean men and colonized women aided the long-term settlement of European
men in the colonies while ensuring that colonial patrimony staved in limited and se-
lective hands. In India. Indochina, and South Africa in the early centuries — colonial
contexts usually associated with sharp social sanctions against interracial unions —
“mixing” was systematically tolerated and even condoned.™

Changes in sexual access and domestic arrangements have invariably accompa-
nied major efforts to reassert the internal coherence of Europeuan communities and
1o redefine the boundaries of privilege berween the colonizer and the colonized.
Sexual union in itself. however. did not automatically produce a larger population
legally classified as “European.” On the contrary, miscegenation signaled neither the
absence nor the presence of racial prejudice in isell. hierarchies ‘of privilege and
power were wrilten into the condoning of interracial unions. as well as into their
condemnation.

While the chronologies vary from one colonial context to another. we can iden-
tifv some parallel shifts in the strategies of rule and in sexual morality. Concubinage
fell into moral disfavor at the same time that new emphasis was placed on the stan-
dardization of European administration. While this occusred in some colonies by the
early rventieth century and in others later on. the correspondence berween rational-
ized rule. bourgeois respectabiliry. and the custedial power of European women 1o
proiect their men seems strongest during the interwar vears when Western scientific
and technological achievements were then in question and native nationalist and
labor movements were energetically pressing their demands.® Debates concerning
the need o svstematize colonizl management and dissolve the provincial and per-
sonalized satraps of “the old-time cofon”™ in the French empire invariably targeted
and condemned the unseemly domestic arrangements in which they lived. British
high colonia} officials in Africa impoesed new “character” requirements on their sub-
ordinates. designating specific class auributes and conjugal ties that such a selection
implied (Kuklick 1979). Critical 1o this restructuring was a new disdain for colo-
nials 100 adapted to local custom. too removed from the local European community,
and 100 encumbered with intimate native ties. As in Sumatra, this hands-off pol-
icv distanced Europeans in more than one sense: it forbaude European staff both
from persona} confrontations with their Asian fieldhands and from the limited local
knowledge they gained through sexual ties.

At the same time, medical experise confirmed the salubrious benefits of Euro-
pean camaraderie and frequent home leaves. of a cordon sanitaire, not only around
European enclaves but around each home. White prestige became defined by this
rationalized management and by the moral respectabilicy and physical well-being
of its agents. with which European women were charged. Colonial politics locked
Eurcpean men and women into a routinized protection of their physical health and
social space in wavs that bound gender prescriptions to class conventions. thereby

fixing the racial cleavages berseen “us” and “them.”
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I have focused here on the multiple levels at which sexual control figured n the
substance. as well as the iconography, of racial policy and imperial rule. But colonial
politics was obviously not just about sex: nor did sexual relations reduce o colonial
politics. On the contrany. sex in the colonies was about sexual access and Tepro-
duction. cluss distinctions and raciul privileges, nationalism and European identry
in different measure and not all at the same time. These major shifts in the posi-
tioning of women were signaled not by the penetration of capitalism per se but by
more subtle changes in class politics and imperial morality and were responses (o
the vulnerabilities of colonial control. As we attempr broader ethnographies of em-
pire. we may begin to capture how European culture and class politics resonated
in colonial settings. how class and gender discriminations not only were translated
mto racial attitudes but themselves reverberated in the metropole as they were for-
tified on colonial ground. Such investigations should help show thut sexual control
was both an instrumental image for the body politic, a salient part standing for the
whole. and itself fundamental to how racial policies were secured and how colonial
projects were carried oul.

NOTES

1 Here T focus primarily on the dominant male discourse {and less on women's perceptions of
social and degul constraints) since it was the structural positioning of European women in colunul
society und how their needs were defined for not #v, them that most directly accounted for specific
policies.

2. See Verema Marinez-Alier (19741 on the subtle and changing criteria by which color was
assigned 1N nineteenth-century Cuba. Als0 see A van Marle (1952) on shitting culumal markers of
Eurepean membership in the nineteenth- and early wenticth-century Netherlands [ndics

3. See Malleret (1934:216-41). See abse Tiffany and Adams, who argue that “the Romance of the
Wild Woman™ exgressed critical distinctions between civilization and the primutive. culture and naure.
and the cluss differences berween the repressed middle-class woman and “her regressively priminve
antithesis, the working-cluss gid® (Tiffany and Adams 1985.131

+. Many of these swdies focus on South Africa and 1end 1o provide more insight inwo the compoe-
sition of the black labor force thun imo the restrictions on European women themselves (Cock 1950:
Gaitskell 1983 Hansen 1980). Impornant exceplions are those that have twaced historical changes in
colonial prosutution and domestic service where resirictions were explicitly class-specific and directiv
tied racul policy w0 sexual control (Ming 1943; \an Hevningen 1934; Hesselink 1987 Schmidt 1958™).

5. As Tessel Pollman suggests. the term miai glossed several funcrions: household MAnaRer. ser-
vant. housewife, wile, and prostitute. Which of these was most prominent depended on the character of
both partners and on the prosperity of the European man (1986.100). Most colonized women, however,
combining sexual and domestic service within the abjectly subordinate contests of slave or -coulie.”
lived in separate quaners and exercised very few legul rights: they could be dismissed withour reason
or notice, were exchanged among European emplovers, and, most significantly, as stipulated in the
Indies Civil Code of 1848, *had no rights over children recognized by a white man” (Tayior 1977:30).
On [ava. however, some mai achieved some degree of limited authority, managing the businesses 1s
well as the servants and household affairs of better-off European men (Nieuwenhuys 1959:17; Lucas
19B6:86; Tavlor 1983),

6. While prosiitution served some of the colonies for some of the lime, it was economically
castly, medically unwieldy, and socially problematic. Venereal disease was difficult to check even with
the eluborate system of lock-hospitals and comiagious disease acts of the British empire and was of
litle interest 10 those administrations bent on promoting permanent settlement (Ballharchet 1950; Ming
1953). When concubinuge was condemned in the 1920s in India, Malava. and Indonesia. vencreal
disease spread rapidly, giving mse to new effons o reorder the domestic arrangements of European
men (Butcher 1979:217: Ming 1983; Braconier 1953 Ballhatchet 1980)

7. See Ritter. who describes these armungements in the mid-nineteenth CENIUT a8 3 "necessany
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evil” with no emouonal attuchments. because for the native woman. “the meaning of cur word ‘love’
is entirely unknown™ (1856:21) . ]

5. In the case of the Indies, interracial marriages increased at the same nme that concubinuge fell i
into sharp decline 1van Alrle 19520 Thus rise was undoubtedly restricied to fidisch Evropeans tthose '
horn in the Indies). who may have been eager 10 legalize preexisting unions in response o the moral
shifts accompanying o mere European cultural climate of the 1920s fvan Doorn 19851 It undoubtedl
shoeuld not be taken as an ndication of less closure among the highly endogamous Europeun-born
populanon of that period (I owe this distinction in conjugzal patterns 10 Wim Hendrik).

9. On the differences berween Java's European community. which was sharply divided between
the totuks (full-bloocded Dutch born in Holland) and the Indisch majorine {Evropeans of mixed parent-
age andsor those Dutch born in the Indies), and Sumatra’s European-oriented and non-fudisch colonial
communiry, see Muller (1912), Wertheim (1939), van Doorn (1955), and Stcler 11933b).

10. Similarly. one might draw the conventionz! contrast betwes=n the different racial policies in
French. Briishh. and Durch colonies. However, despite French assimilationist rhetoric. Dutch wlerance
of intermuriage. and Britan's ovenly segregationist stance. the simitanies i the acual maintenance
of racial distinctions through sexual control in these varied contexts are perhiaps more striking thun
the differences. For the moment. it is these similarites with which 1 am concerned. See. for exampie.
Simon (198149451, whe urgues that although French colonial rule was generafly thought o be more
racially wolerant thun that of Brittin. racial distinctions in French Indochinu were 1n praciice vigoroush
maintned

11. Cf Degler. who also atributes the enor of race relations to the attitudes of European somen —
not. however hecause they were inherently more ricist but because in some colomiul contexts thes
were able 10 exent more influence over the extrarnantal affuic of their men (1971:238.

12, although some Dutch momen in fact championed the cause of the wronued avai. urging |
improved protection for nonprovisioned women and children. they rarely went so far as to advocate
for the legitimanion of these unions in legal marriage (Tavler 1977:31-32: Lucas 1986:93..

13 Archive d'Qaire Mer. "Emianion des femmes aux colonies.” GG9903, 18971904 GGT653.
18593 =94,

14 Sec Archive dQutre Mer, series 5.03, “Free Passuage accorded to Europeans.” incluchng dossiers
on “free passage for impoverished Europenns.” for example. GG99235. 1897 GG22o09, 183991903

15, 3ee Van Onselen (1982:103-1623, who argues that the presence of European prostitutes and
domestics-turned-prostitules in South Africa was secured by a large. white working-class populaticn
and a highly unstable labor market for white working-cluss women (1982:103-162). See also Van
Hevningen. svho lies changes in the histons of prostitution amoeng continenti women in the Cane
- Colony 1o new notions of racial purity and the large-scale urhamization of blucks afier the wrn of the
century (1984:102-6%;

e . e e e ——————_

16, Ar George Mosse notes, the concept of racil degeneration had been tied 1o miscegenanion by
Gobinedu and others in the earh 18005 but gained common currency in the decades that followed,
entenng European medical and popular vocabulany at the wrn of the centuny (1975:82-88).

17. British eugenicists petitioned to refuse marriage licenses (o the menatailv ill. vagrants. and the
chronicallv unemploved (Davin 1578:16; Stepan 1982:123). In the United States, a mode| eugenic ster-
ilization law from 1922 wargeted. among others, "orphans, homeless and paupers.” while in Germany
during the same peried. “sterilization wus widely and pussionately recommended a5 3 solution 1o shift-
lessness, .. illegnimate burth, ... poverty, and the rising costs of social services™ (Bagma 1976:13% Bock
198+4:274).

18. The aciive imterest of French anthropologists in the relationship between eugenics and imsmi-
gration (and therefore in the U.S. sterilization laws, in pamculary was not shared in the Netherlands
(see Schneider [1982] on the particularilies of eugenics in France). For some examples of eugenically
informed race swudies in the Dutch colonml context. see Ons Nagesiachy, the Geneeskundig Tifelschrift :
rwor Nederlandsch-Indie. as well as the numerous articles relating 1o “the Indo problem™ that appeared e
in the Indies popular and scientiiic press during the 1920s and 1950s

19. The 1opics covered in the bulletin of the Netherlands Indies Eugenics Sociery give some sense
of the range of themes included in these concerns: anicles appearing in the 19205 and 1930s discussed,
among other things. “biogenealogical” investiganions, the complementariny between Christiun thought
and eugenic prnciples. elthnographic studies of mestizo populations. and. not leust importandy, the S
role of Indo-Europeans in the anu-Dutch rebellions «Onis Nagesfachr 19258-320 |
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20. Se¢ Mosse (198%) for an exumination of the relationship benveen manliness, mcism. and
nationalism in the European coniext

21. The relationstup berseeen phivsical appearance and moeral depravity was not confined (o evale-
ations of European colonitls. Eugenic studies abounded in speculstions on the specific physical traits
signuling immoralin in the European lower orders. while detailed descriptions of African and Asian
indigenous populations pajred their physical anribules with immoral and debuased tendencies.

22, Adherence to the idea that “tropical neurasthenia™ was a specific muludy was net shared by
all medical practitioners. Among those who suggested that the use of the term be discontinued, some
did so in the belief that neurasthenia in the tropics was a pyschopathology caused by social. not
physiological, maladjustment {Culpin [19260), ¢ited in Price 1939.211).

23. On the sociul geography of hill-stations in British [ndiy and on the predominance of women
and children in them. see King 1976:156-79.

24, European paupersm in the Indies at the trn of the cenuny referred primarily o a cluss
of Indo-Europeans margzinulized from the educated and “developed” elements in European suciery
(Biumberger 1939:19). However. pauperism was by ne means svnonvmous with Eurasian staius since
nedriy 80 percent of the "Dutch” communiry were of mixed descent. some with powerful palitical and
ceonomic stunding (Bruconier 1917:291). As Jacgues van Doorn nowes. -[Th was not the Eurasian as
such. but the 'Kleine Indo’ [poor Indo] whe was the obiect of ridicule und scorn in European circles”
(1983:8) Cne could argue that it was as much Eurasian power as pauperism that had o be checked.

25. French government investigations. accordinglv. exhibited a concern for -the mdtis problem”
that was out of proponion with the numbers of those who fell in that calegory. While the number
of “Indos™ in the Indies was far greater, there was never anv indication that this soaal zroup weould
constitute the vanguard of an anticolonial movement.

20. In colonial India, ~orphanages were the suaming-point for a lifetime’s cvele of institunons”
in which -unseemly whites™ were secluded from Asian sight and piaced under European control
tarnold 197%:1131 In Indonesia. Pro Juventare branches supponed and housed together “neglected
and criminal™ youth with special centers for Eurasian children

27, See. for example. the contents of women’s magazines such as the Auiscronu vr Deli. for svhich
the quesuon of cducation in Holland or the Indies was a central issue. The rise of specific progrns
{such as the Clersx-methode voor Huisonderwis) dusizned to guide European mothers in the home
instruction of therr children may have been a response 10 this new push for women to oversee directh
the moral uphringing of their children.

28. 1 have focused on late coloniulism in Asia. but the colonizl elites” intervention in the sexuul Hle
of their 2gents and subiects was by no means canfined 1o this place or period. See Nush (1950:141)
un changes in mixed marriage restrictions in sixteenth-century Mexico und Martinez-Alier on interracial
marriage prohibitions in relationship to slave labaor suppiies in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-centune
Cuba (1074:30)

29, See Adas (1989 for a discussion of major shifts in calonial thinking during this period
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h of us and

<If-definition
n we define
L and white,
1 new paths

We all have friends uho, when they kuock on the door and we ask. throtigh the door,

the question. "Whos there? " answer (since it s obvions™) “It’s me.” And we recognize
that “it is him.” or “her,”

Louis Althusser, “Ideolagy und Idesological State Appuratuses.” emphasis added

Ihe purpose of “law ™ is absolutely the last thing 1o employ in the bistary of the origin
of law. on the contrary, . the cause of the origin of a thing and ks eventual utifin:,
us achial emploviment and place in a svstem of purpeses. lie worlds aparn. whatever
exists, having somebow come o being. Is again and again reinterpreted o new ends.
taken over. tansfurmed. and redirected.

Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals

In Louis Althusser’s notion of interpellation, it is the police who initiate the call or

address by which a subject becomes socially constituted. There is the policeman. the

- Biack Bouks one not only who represents the law but swhose address “Hey vou!" has the effect
of binding the law 1o the one who is hailed. This “one” who appears not to be in a

condition of trespass prior to the call (for whom the call establishes a given pracrice

as a trespass) is not fully a social subject. is nor fully subjectivated. for he or she is

! not vet reprimanded. The reprimand does not merely repress or conurol the subject
buz forms a crucial part of the juridical and social Jormatiion of the subject. The call
5 fofmative, if not performative, precisely because it initiates the individual into the

subjecied swtos of the subject.

Althusser conjectures this “hailing” or -interpellation™ as a unilateral act, as the
power and force of the law to compel fear at the same time that it offers recogni-
lion at an expense. In the the reprimand the subject not only receives recognition but

o fes by
--_-.-.'-j sy atiains as well a certain order of soual existence, in being transferred from an outer o
:B;-_r == — - -

b i region of indifferent, questionabie, or :mpoasxble being to the discursive or social

.___,1{ Sk domain of thé subject. But does this subjectivation tzke place as a direct effect of
= fE

D the reprimanding Unerance, or must the utterance wield the power to compe] the

fear of punishment and, from that compulsion. 1o produce a compliance and obe- '
dience 10 the law? Are there other ways of being addressed and constituted by the !
law, wavs of bexng occupled and occupying the law, thar disarticulate the power of !

EIeN e

Punishment from Lhe _power of r&.ognmon’
Althusser underscores the Lacanian contribution to a structural analvsis of this
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kind and argues that a relation of misrecognition persists between the law and the
subject it compels.' Although he refers to the possibility of "bad subjects,” he_does’ ;
not consider the ringe of disobedience that such an interpellating law might pro-’
duce. The law not only migh_t__b"e_T,Te_fa;ed but might also be ruptured, forced intq f
a reariculation that calls into question the monotheistic force of its own unilateral ;
operation. Where the uniformity of the subject is expected, where the behavioral i
conformity of the subject is commanded, the refusal of the law might be produced |
in the form of the parodic inhabiting of conformity that subtly calls into question the I
legitimacy of the command, a repetition of the law into hyperboie. a rearticulation |
of the law against the authority of the one who delivers it. Here the performative, |
the call by the law that secks to produce 2 lawful subject, produces a set of con- ;
sequences that exceed and confound what appears to be the disciplining intention 3
motivating the lan. Interpellation thus loses its status as a simple performative, an ‘
act of discourse with the power to create that to which it refers, and creates more 5
than it ever meant 1o, signifving in excess of any intended referent. ;
It is this constitutive faiiure of the performative, this slippuge berween discursive !
command and its appropriated effect. thar provides the linguistic occasion and index i
for a consequential disobedience. {
Consider that the use of language is itself enabled by first huving been calfed a ;
netme: the occupation of the name is that by which one is, quite without choice. ]
situated within discourse. This “[.” which is produced through the accumulation and {
convergence of such "calls.” cannot extract itseif from the historicity of that chain or :
raise itself up and confront that chain as if it were an object opposed 0 me. which ;
is not me. bur only what others have made of me: for that estrangement or division
produced by the mesh of interpellating calls and the 1" who is its site i3 not only vi-
olating burt enabiing as well. what Gavarri Spivak refers 1o as "an enzbling violation.”
The *I” who would oppose its construction is always in some sense drawing from
that constructicn to articulate its oppositon, further, the 1" draws whai 15 called its
“agency” in part through being implicated in the very relations of power that it secks
1o oppose. To be implicared in the relations of power, indeed. enabled by the re-

lations of power that the “1” opposes. is not. as a consequence. 10 be reducible 0 5
their existing forms. Syt
You will note that in the making of this formulation, T bracket this 1" in quotation : 2-’.}

marks. but [ am still here. And T should add that this is an “I” that I produce here for

vou in response Lo a certain suspicion that this theoretical project has lost the person. - ;"
the author, the life: over and against this claim, or rather, in response to having been 7" 4
called the site of such an evacuation, T write that this kind of bracketing of the “I" _?éj
may well be crucial to the thinking through of the constitutive ambivalence of being ° G
soctally constituted, where “constirution” carries both the enabiing and the violatng : &ﬂg
sense of “subjection.” If one comes into discursive life through being called or hailed :_ ' f."j
in injurious terms, how might one occupy the interpellation by which one is already  ¢* ' h
occupied 1o direct the possibilities of resignification against the aims of violation? S £
This is not the same as censoring or prohibiting the use of the 17 or of the autobi- L
ographical as such: on the contrary. it is the inquiry into the ambivalent relations of "

s,

power that make that use possible. What does it meun to have such uses repeated in
one's very being, "messages implied in one’s being,” as Parrici Williams ctaims, only
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to repeut those uses such that subversion might be derived from the very conditions
of violution? In [h]b sense, the argument that the category of “sex” is the instrument
or effect of “sexism” or ifs interpellating moment, that “race” is the instrument and
effect of *racism” or its interpellating moment. that “gender” only exists in the service
of heterosexism. doeq not entail that we oughrt never 1o muke use of such terms, as
if such terms could ontv and always reconsolidate the oppressive regimes of power
by which_they are spawned. On the contrary, precisely because such terms have
“been produced and constrained within such regimes, they ought io be repeated in
directions that reverse and displace their originating aims. One does not stand at an
instrumental distance from the terms by which one experiences violation. Occupicd
by such terms and yet occupying them oneself risks a complicity, a4 repetition. a
relapse into injury. but it is also_the occasion 10 work the mobilizing power of in-
ury. of an interpellation one never chose. Where one might understand violation as
"2 trauma that can only induce a destructive repetition compulsion (and surely this
is a powerful consequence of violation), it seems equally possible to acknowledge
the force of repetition as the verv condition of an affirmative response o violation.
The compulsion 1o repeat an injury is not necessarily the compulsion to repeat the
injury in the same wav or to stav fully within the traumatic orbit of that injury. The
force of reperition in language mav be the paradoxical condition by which a cerin
agency — not linked to a fAction of the ego as master of circumstance — is derived
from the impossibility of chaice.

It is in this sense that Luce Irigaray's critical mime of Pluto, the fiction of the les-
bian phallus. and the reaniculation of kinship in the film Paris Is Burning (1991
might be understoud as repetitions of hegenionic forms of power that fail to repeat
loyally and. in thar failure. open possibilities for resignifving the terms of violation
against their vielating aims. Willa Cather's occupation of the paternal name, Nella
Larsen’s inquiry into the painful and fatal mime that is pussing for white, and the
reworking of "queer” from abjection to politicized affiliation will interrogate similar
sites of ambivalence produced at the limits of discursive legitimacy.

The temporal structure of such a subject is chinsmatic in this sense: in the place
of a substantial or self-determining “subject.” this juncture of discursive demands is
something like a “crossroads.” to use Glona Anzaldia's phrase, a crossroads of cul-
turat and political discursive forces, which she herself claims cannot be understood
through the notion of the “subject.” There is no subject prior (o its constructions.
and neither is the subject determined by those constructions: it is always the nexus.
the nonspace of cultural collision, in which the demand to resignify or repear the
very terms that constitute the “we” cannot be summarily refused, but neither can
they be followed in strict obedience. It is the space of this ambivalence that opens up
the possibility of a reworking of the very terms by which subjectivation proceeds —
and fails to proceed.

Ambivalent Drag

From this formulation. then, 1 would like ro move to a consideration of the film Paris
Is Burning. 1o what it suggests about the simultaneous production and subjugation
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of \ﬂb]t‘{_‘[b in a culture that uppears 1o arrange alw avs and in every wav for the an-
Fﬂﬂl,mon of quéc:rb but that nevertheless produces occusional spaces in which those ”
'mmlul.mna norms, those killing ideals of gender and race, are mimed, rewvorked. re-
signified. As much as there is defiance and affirmation. the creation of kinship and of
glory in that film. there is also the kind of reiteration of norms that cannot be called
subversive and that leads to the death of Venus Xtruvaganza, a Latina preoperative
transsexual. cross-dresser, prostitute, and member of the *House of Xtravaganza.™ To
what set of interpellating calls does Venus respond, and how is the reiteration of the
law to be read in the manner of her response?
Venus, and Paris Is Burning more generally, call into question whether parodving -
- the dominunt norms is encugh to displace them — indeed, whether the dcn.mlmhzj—
tion of gender cunnot be the very vehicle for a reconsolidation of hegemonic norms.
Although many readers understoed my book Gender Trouble 10 be arguing for the
proliferation of drag performances as a wav of subvening dominanz gender norms?
I want to underscore that there is no necessary relation berween drag and subv er-
sion and that drag may well be used in the service of both the denaturalization and
the reidealization of hvperbolic heterosexual gender norms. A best. it seems. drag js
a site of a certain ambiv alence, one thut reflects the more qencml situation of being
inplicated in the regimes of power by which one is constituted andl. hence. of being
implicated in the very regines of power that one opposes.
_.- To claim that ali gender is like drag, or is drag. is o suggest that "imitation” is ar |
the hean of the heterosexual project and its gender binarisms, that drag is not a sec- !
" ondary imitation that presupposes a prior and original gender, but that hegemonic {
heterosexuality is itself 2 constant and repeated effort 1o imitate its own idealizations. |
That it must repeat this imitation. that it sets up pathologizing practices and norml-
) Iizmg sciences in order to produce and consecrate its own claim on originality and
) .} propriety, suggests that hererosexual performativity is beset by an anxiery that i can LI,
never fully overcome, that its effort 1o become its own idenlizations can never be .
“finally or fully achieved. and that Itis consistently haunted by that domuain of sexual - . B
posmbnhr\' that must be excluded for hererosexualized gender to produce itself. In | i A
“this sense, then. drag is subversive (o the extent that it reflects on the imitative struc- o
‘ture by which hegemonic gender is itself produced and disputes heterosexualins .
claim on naturalness and originality. - S
+ " But here it seems that Tan obliged to add an important qualification: heterosexual
privilege operates in many ways, and ™o ways in which it operates include naru-
ralizing itself and rendering itself as the original and the norm. But these are not the -
only wavs in which it works. for it is clear that there are domains in which hetero- —;—_
sexuality_can concede its lack of ongmahw and natum]nesq but still hold on_to jts 7

T B T

e nnght thmk of_lulle A.ndrer\s in lu,zor. Victoria or r Dustin Hoffman in Too!ue or
Jack Lemmon in Some Like ft Hot. where the anxiety over a possible homosexual _
consequence is both produced and deflected within the narrative trajeciory of the .
films. These are ilms that produce and contain the homosexual excess of any given_
drag performuance. the fear that an apparently heterosexuul contact might be made
before the discovery of 4 nonapparent homosexualiry. This is drag as high het en-
tenuinment. and though these films are surely important 1o read as culwural texts in
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for the an- which homophobia and homosexual panic are negotiated,” I would be reticent 10
-hich those call them subversive. Indeed, one might argue that such films are functional in pro-
vorked. re-

\1d1n0 a r:tuahsnc reica\c for a heterosexual economy that must constanily police its '

own ! boundaries ‘azainst the invasion of queerness and that this displaced produc-

tion and resolution of homosexual panic actually fortifies the heterosexual regime .
, .

ship and of
ot be called

reoperative | In its self-perpetuating task.
aganza.” To i " In her provocative review of Paris Is Burning, bell hooks criticized some produc-
ation of the i tions of gay-male drag as miqogvnist and here she allied herself in part with feminist
' TREOTISTS s such™as Marilvn Frye and Janice Raymond.*_This rradmon within feminist
.r parodying l [houth has ar; argued that drao is offensive 10 women and rhat it is an imitation based
tenaturaliza- _ in ridicule and degradation. Raymond. in particular, places drag on a continuum with
onic norms. ' cross-dressing and tmanssexualism, ignoring the imporant differences between them.
uing for the : maintaining that in each practice women are the object of hatred and appropriation
der norms.* ' and that there is nothing in the identification that is respectful or elevating. As a
and subver- . rejoinder. one_might consider that identification is always an ambivalent process.

lization and Identifving with a gender under conternporary regimes of power involves identify-

ing with a set of norms that are and are not realizable and whose power and status
precede the identifications by which thev are insisiently approximated. This “being u
man” and this_“h&ing 2 woman” are internally unstable affairs. They are always beset
by hmoivalence preciselv because there is a cost in every identificaiion, the loss of
some other set_of identifications, the forcible approximation of a norm one never

chooses, a norm that chooses us, but that we occupy. reverse, resignify to the extent
hegemonic ' [h at the norm FJI].‘: te determine us completely.
fealizations.

ems, drag is
on of being
ce, of being

1agon” is at
IS not a sec-

- " The prohl::m with the analvsis of drag as only misogvay is. of course. that it figures
ind normal- male-to-female transsexuality, cross-dressing, and drag as male homosexual activi-
ginality and lies — which they are nor zlwavs — and it further diagnoses male homosexuality
v that it can as rooted in misogyny. The feminist analvsis thus makes male homoesexuality about
n never be ! : women, and one might argue thar at its extreme, this kind of analvsis is in fact a col-
in of sexual onization in reverse. a wayv for feminist women o muke themselves into the center’
ce iself. 1n of male homosexual activiry (and thus o reinscribe the heterosexual matrix, para-
atjive Sruc- : doxicallv. a1 the heart of the radical feminist position). Such an accusation follows
osexualins the same kind of logic as those ho_ophobnc remarks that often follon upon the
discovery that one is a leshian: a IeQbmn is one who must have had a bad experi-
cterosexul ence with men or who has not vet found the right one. These diagnoses presume
clude natu- Illﬂt_ltqbldﬂlbm is acquired by virtue of some failure in the heterosexual machin-

L]
are not the =t ery, thereby continuing to install heterosexuality as the “cause™ of lesbian desire; b
lich hetero- _;:‘ i [es_»blan desire is figured as the fatal effect of a derailed heterosexual causality. In i
Id on o its s this framework, heterosexual desire is always true, and lesbian desire is alwavs and .
for itself — ‘E‘r” 2 only a mask and forever false. In the radical feminist argument against drag, the dis- k
1 Tootsie Or . _ placement of women is figured as the aim and effect of male-to-female drag; in the c
omosexudl 2 homophobic dismissal of leshian desire, the disappointment with and displacement
story of the N of men is understood as the cause and final truth of lesbian desire. According 10 ("
f any given : these views, drag is nothing but the displacement and appropriation of “women” _ 3
ht be made . and hence fundamentally based in a misogvny. a hatred of women: and lesbianism :
igh het en- . _ is nothing but the displacement and appropriation of men, and so fundamentally a
aral texts in matter of hating men — misandry.

*,«'*“H L
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These explanations of displacement can only proceed by accomplishing vet an- !
other set of displicements: of desire, of phantasmatic pleasures. and of forms of love
that are not reducible 1o a heterosexual matrix and the logic of repudiution. Indeed. '
the only place love is to be found is for the ostensibly repudiated object, where love
is understood to be strictly produced through a logic of repudiation: hence. drag is
nothing but the effect of a love embittered by disappointment or rejection, the incor-
poration of the other swhom one originally desired. but now hates. And lesbianism
is nothing other than the effect of a love embittered by disappointment or rejection -
and of a recoil from that love, a defense against it, or, in the case of buichness, the
appropnation of the masculine position that one originally loved. '
This logic of repudiation installs heterosexual love as the origin anc! truth of both
drag and lesbianism. and it interprets both practices as symptoms of thaarted love.
Bur whan is displaced in this eéxplanation of displacement is the notion that there
might be pleasure. desire, and love that are not solely derermined by what they
repudiate.® Now it may seem at first that the way 1o oppose these reductions and
desradations of queer practices is 10 25s€M their radical specifiairv, to claim that
there is a lesbian desire radically ditferent from a heterosexual one, with 1o rela-
lion to it, that is neither the repudiation nor the appropriation of heterosexualiny
and that has radically other origins than those that sustain heterosexuality. Or one
might be tempted to argue that drag is not related to the ridicule or degradation or
ii;b'prbpriation of women: when it is men in drag as women, what we have is the
destabilization of gender itself. a destabilization that is denaturalizing und that cails ;
inio question the claims of normativity and originality by which gender and sexual '
oppression sometimes operate. But what if the situation is neither exclusively one
.. nor the other: certainly. some lesbians have wanted to retain the notion that their
sesual praciice is rooted in part in a repudiation of heterosexuality, but also to claim
that this repudiaticn does not account for lesbian desire and cannot therefore be

identified as the hidden or original "truth” of lesbian desire. And the case of drag .

is difficult in vet another way. for it seems clear to me that there is both a sense i I‘j
of defeat and a sense of insurrection 1o be had from the drag pageantry in Pars Sl
Is Burning. that the drag we see, the drag that is after all framed for us, filmed for \ AP

us, is one that both appropriates and subverts racist. misogynist, and homophobic
norms of oppression. How are we 1o account for this ambivalence? This is not_first
an appropriation and then_a subversion. Sometimes it is both at once; sometimes
it remains caught in an irresolvable tension. and sometimes a fatally unsubversive

appropriation takes place.

Paris Is Burning is a film produced and directed by Jennie Livingston about drag
balls in New York Ciry, ir. Harlem, attended by and performed by “men” who are
either African-American or Latino. The balls are contests in which the contestants’
compete under a variety of categories. The categories include a variety of social T
norms, many of which are established in white culture as signs of class, like that of.,‘: )
the “executive” and the Ivy League student: some of which are marked as feminin€, . .
ranging from high drag to butch queen: and some of which, like that of the “bangie,” ;" -
are taken from straight black masculine street culture. Not all of the categorie_s_._ﬂ_ﬁ!la.:-‘i-’
are taken from white culture; some of them are replications of a straightness that 2 -

is not white: and some of them are focused on class, especially those dwt__a_l_ﬂ_lff,-‘;;j

PR T “Trh.'r"w.'é‘ ’* . Iu .r
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require that expensive women's clothing be “mopped” or stolen for the occasion.
The competition in military garb shifts to yet another register of legitimacy, which
enacts the performative and gestural conformity to a masculinity that parallels the
performative or reiterative production of femininity in other categories. “Realness”
is not exactly a category in which one competes; it is a standard that is used to
judge any given performance within the established categories. And vet what deter-
mines the effect of realness is the ability to compel belief, 1o produce the naturalized
effect. This effect is itself the result of an embodiment of norms, a reiteration of
Tiorms, an impersonation of a racial and class norm. a norm that is at once a figure,
a figure of a body. which is no paricular body. but a morphological ideal that re-
mains the standard that regulates the performance, but that no performance fully
approximates.

significanely, this is a performance that works, that effects realness. to the extent
that it cannor be read. For “reading” means taking someone down, exposing what
fails to work at the level of appearance, insulting or deriding someone. For a per-
formance to work, then, means that a reading is no longer possible or that a reading,
an interpretation, appears 1o be a kind of transparent seeing, where what appears
and what it means coincide. On the contrary, when what appears and how it is
“read” diverge. the antifice of the performance can be read as arifice; the ideal splits
oft from its appropriation. But the impossibility of reading means that the artifice
works; the approximation of realness appears to be achieved: the body performing
“ind the ideal performed appear indistinguishable.

But shat is the status of this ideal? Of what is 1t composeds What reading does the
film encourage, and what does the film conceal? Does the denatrlization of the
norm succeed in subverting the norm, or is this a denaturalization in the service of a
perpetual reidealization, one that can only oppress, even as, or precisely when. it is
vmbodied most effectivelv? Consider. on the one hand. the different fates of Veaus
Ntravaganza. She “passes” as a light-skinned woman but is — by virtue of a cerain
taiture to pass completely — clearly vulnerable to homophobic violence; ultimartely.
her life is taken presumably by a client who. upon the discovery of what she calls her
“little secret,” mutilates her for having seduced him. On the other hand, Willi Ninja
Can pass as straight: his voguing becomes foregrounded in het video productions
with Madonna et al., and he achieves postlegendary status on an international scale.
There s passing and then there is passing. and it is — as we used to say — "no
accident” that Willi Ninja ascends and Venus Ntravaganza dies,

Now Venus, Venus Xtravaganza, seeks a cerain transubstantiation of gender in
order 1o find an imaginary man who will designare a class and race privilege that
Promises a permanent shelter from racism, homophobia, and poverty. And it would
not be enough to claim that for Venus gender is marked by race and class, for gender
15 not the substance or primary substrate and race and class the qualifying attribures.
y‘_‘_}“f’_ jffsfgg_gq,_ gender is the vehicle for the phantasmatic _transformation_of that
2exus of race and class. the site of its articulation. Indeed. in Paris fs Burning, be-
coming real becorirg a real woman. although not everyone's desire {some children
Want merely to “do” realness. and that. only within the confines of the ball}. consti-
tutes the site of the

phantasmatic promise of a rescue from poverty. homophobia.
and racigr delegitimation.
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_ 'The context (which we might read as a “contestung of reulness”) inyoives the
phantasmatic attempt to approximate realness. but it also exposes the norms that

iegulute realness as themselves phantasmatically instituted and sustained. The rules
that regulate and legitimate realness (shall we call them symbolic?) constitute the
mechanism by which certain sanctioned fantasies, sanctioned imaginaries. are insidi-
ously elevated as the parameters of realness. We could, within conventional Lacanian
parlance, cali ihis the ruling of the symbolic, except that the symbolic assumes the

primacy of sexual difference in the constitution of the subject. What Paris Is Burning®

*suggests. however, is that the order of sexual difference is not prior to that of race or,
class in the constitution of the subject; indeed, that the svmbolic is also and at once
a racializing set of norms; and that norms of realness by which the subject is pro-

duced are raciallv informed conceptions of “sex” (this underscores the imporance

of subjecting the entire psychoanalytic paradigm to this insight).”

This double movement of approximating and exposing the phantasmatic starus
of the realness norm, the symbolic norm, is reinforced by the diagenetic movement
of the film in which clips of so-called real people moving in and out of expensive
siores are juxtaposed against the ballroom drag scenes.

In the drag-ball productions of realness, we witness and produce the phantasmanc
constitution of a subject, a subject who repeats and mimes the legitimating norms by
which it itself has been degraded. a subject founded in the project of mastery that
compels and disrupts its own repetitions. This is not a subject who stands back from
its identifications and decides instrumentally how or whether to work each of them
today: on the contrary, the subject is the inccherent and mobilized imbrication of
identifications: it is constituted in and through the iterability of its performance. a
repetition that works at once to Jegitimate and delegitimate the realness norms by
which it is produced.

[n the pursuit of realness this subject is produced, a phantasmatic pursuit that mo-
bilizes identifications. underscoring the phantasmatic promise that constitutes any
identificatory move — a promise that. taken tco senously, can cuiminate only in
disappointment and disidentification A fantasy that for Venus — because she dies,
killed apparently by one of her clients. perhaps after the discovery of those re-
maining organs — cannot be translated into the symbolic. This is a killing that is
performed by a symboiic that would eradicate those phenomena that require an
opening up of the possibiliiies for the resignification of sex. If Venus wants 10 De-
come a woman and cannot overcome being a Latina, then Venus is treated by the
symbolic in precisely the ways in which women of color are treated. Her death thus
testifies 1o a tragic misreading of the social map of power. a misreading orchestrated
by that very map according to which the sites for a phanmsmatic self-overcoming
are constnily resolved into disappoiniment. If the signifiers of whitenes_s_‘g:'_p_g_fq-
maleness — as well as some forms of hegemonic maleness constructed through class
privilege — are sites of phantasmatic promise. then it is clear that women of color

P ——
and lesbians not only are everywhere excluded from this scene bur constitute a Sit€

of identification that is consistently refused and abjected in the collective phantas-

matic pursuit of a transubstantiation into various forms of drag, transsexualism. and

uncritical miming of the hegemonic. That this fantasy involves becoming in pan like
women and. for some of the chiidren. becoming like black women, falsely const-
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Gender Is Burning 389

tutes black women as a site of privilege: they can caich a man and be protected
by him: an impossible idealization that of course works 1o deny the situation of the
‘great numbers of poor blick women who are single mothers without the support
of men. In thm sense, the “identification” is composed of a denial. an envy. which
is the envy of a phantasm of black women, an idealization that produces a denial.
On the other hand, insofar as black men who are queer can become feminized by
hegemonic siraight culture, there is in the performative dimension of the ball a sig-
nificant reworking of that feminization, an occupation of the identification that is, as
it were, already made berween faggots and women, the feminization of the faggot.
the feminization of the black faggot. which is the black feminization of the faggor.

The performance is thus a kind of wlking back, one that remains largely con-
strained by the terms of the original assailment: if a2 white. homophobic hegemony
considers the bluck drag-balt queen to be a woman. that woman, constituted aiready
by that hegemony, will become the occasion for the rearticulation of its terms: em-
bodying the excess of that production, the queen will cut-woman women and in the
process vonfuse and seduce an audience whose gaze must to some degree be struc-
tured through those hezemonies. an audience who. through the hvperbolic stuging
of the scene. will be drawn into the abjection it wants both to resist and to over-
come. The phantasmatic excess of this production constitutes the site of women not
only as markerable goods within an erotic economy of exchange® but as goods that.
as it were, are also privileged consumers with zccess o wealth and social privilege
and protection. This is a full-scale phantasmatic wansfiguration not only of the plight
of poor black and Latino gay men bur of poor black women and Latinas, sho are
the figures for the abjection that the drag-ball scene elevates as a site of idealized
identification. It would, T think, be too simple to reduce this identificatory move to
black male misogvny. as if that were a discrete tvpology, ‘or the feminization of
the poor black man and. most trenchantiy. of the poor black zav man is a strategy
of abjection that is already undernay. originating in the complex of racist, home-
phobic. misogynist, and classist constructions that belong to larger hegemonies of
oppression.

These hegemonies operate, 2s Antonio Gramsci insisted, through rearticuiation, .~
but here is where the accumulated force of a historically entrenched and entrench-
ing reanticulation overwhelms the more fragile effort 10 build an alternative cultural
configuration from or against that more ponerful regime. Imponamlv however. that
prior hegemony also works through and as its “resistance” so that the relation be-
tween the marginalized community and the dominative is nor, strictly speaking,
oppositional. The citing of the dominant norm does not, in this instance, displace
that norm; rather, it becomes the means by which that dominant norm is most
pamfu]ly reiterated as the very desire and the performance of those it subjects.

_1- ~Clearlv, the denaturalization of sex, in its multiple senses, does not imply. a tibera- -
tlomc constrainc: swhen Venus speaks her desire to become a whole |

‘ \woman, to find a man and have a house in the suburbs with a washing machine.’

| e may well question whether the denaturalization of gender and sexuality that she
| performs, and performs well, culminates in a reworking of the normative framework,
of heterosexuality. The painfulness of her death ar the end of the film suggests as
well that there are cruel and fatal social constraints on denaturalization. As much
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as she crosses gender, sexualitv. and race performatively. the hegemony that rein-
scribes the privileges of normative femininit' and whiteness wiglds the final power
to renaturalize Venus's body and cross out that prior crossing, an erasure that is her
death. Of course, the film brings Venus back. as it were. into visibility, although not
to life, and thus constitutes a kind of cinematic performativity. Paradoxically, the film
brings fame and recognition not only to Venus but also to the other drag-hatl chil-
dren who are depicted in the film as able only to atain local legendary status while
longing for wider recognition.

The camern, of course, plays precisely 1o this desire and so is implicitly installed
in the film us the promise of legendary status. And ver. is there a filmic effort to take
stock of the place of the camera in the trajectory of desire that it not only records but
also incites? In her critical review of the film. bell hooks raises not only the guestion
of the place of the camera but also that of the filmmaker. Jennie Livingston. a white
lesbian (in other contexts called “a white Jewish leshian from Yale.” un interpellation
that also implicates this author in its sswveep), in relation to the drag-ball communirv
that she entered and filmed. In the review. hooks remarks that

Jennic Livingston approaches her subject mauer as an outsider leoking n. Since her
presence as white woman. lesbian filmmaker is “ubsent” from Pars Is Burning. it is
easy for viesers (o imagine that they are watching an ethnographic film documenting
the life of bluck gay "natives™ and not recognize that thev are wuiching a work shaped
und formed from a perspecuve and standpoint specific o Livingsion. By cinematically
masking this realinv (we hear her ask questions but never see her) Livingsion does not
oppese the wav hegemonic whiteness “represents” blackness. but rather assumes an
1mperul overseeing position that is in no way progressive or counterhegemonic.”

Later in the same essay. hooks raises the question of not merely whether or not the
cultural location of the filmmaker is absent from the film but whether this absence
operates 1o form wcitly the focus and effect of the Alm. exploiting the colonial-
ist rope of an “innocent” ethnographic gaze: “Too many critics and interviesers,”
hooks argues. ~... act as though she somehow did this marginalized black gay sub-
culwre a favor by brins,in'T their expcrience tou wider public Such a stance ochures
—?}_men in the film express the desire to be big stars, it is easv 1o place Livingston
in the role of benefuctor. offering these ‘poor black souls’ a wayv to realize their
dreams.”"

~ — Although hooks restricts her remarks to black men in the film, most of the mem-

bers of the House of )\travagarga 1 are | L_.z_umo _some of v.hom are light-skinned, some .
of whom engage in crossing and passing, some of whom only do the ball, some
of whom are eng:wed in Tifé projects to effect a full transubstantiation into femi-
ninity and/or into whiteness. The “houses” _are organized in part along ethnic Jines.
"TThis seems crucial 10 _underscore T precnselx because neither I Livingston nor hooks
conalders the place and force of ethnicity in the arnticulation of kinship relations.
" To the"extent thar a wansubstantiztion into leﬂend.m status. into an idealized
domain of gender and race. structures the phantasmatic trajectory of the drag-ball
culture. Livingston's camera_enters this world as the promise of phantasmatic fulfill-

ment: a wider aud:ence n.mon:t] and international fame. If Livingston is the white

.
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Gender Is Burning 391

girl with the cameru, she is both the object and the vehicle of desire: and ver as
a lesbiun. she apparently muintains some kind of identificatory bond with the gay
men in the film and also. it seems. with the kinship system. replete with “houses,”
“mothers.” and “children.” that sustains the drag-ball scene and is itself organized by
it. The one instance where Livingston's body might be said 1o appear allegorically
on camera is when Octavia St. Laurent is posing for the camera, as 2 moving model
would for a photographer. We hear a voice tell her that she's terrific, and it is un-
clear whether it is a man shooting the film as a proxy for Livingston or Livingston
‘herself, What is suggested bv this sudden intrusion of the camera into the flm is
'something of the camera’s desire, the desire that motivates the camera, in which a
white lesbian phallically organized by the use of the camera (elevated to the status of
disembodied guze. helding out the promise of erotic recognition) eroticizes a black
male-to-female ranssexual — presumably preoperative — who "works” perceptually
as a woman.
What would it mean 1© say that Octavia is Jennie Livingston's kind of girl? Ts the
il category or, indeed. “the position” of whirte lesbian disrupted by such a claim? If
this is the production of the black transsexual for an exoticizing white gaze. is it not
“also the transsexualization of lesbian desire Livingston incites Octavia 10 become
a womin for Livingsten's own camera, and Livingston thereby assumes the power
of "having the phallus.” that is, the abiline to confer that femininity, 10 aneint Oc-
tavia as model woman, Bur to the extent that Octavia receives and is produced by
that recognition. the camera itself is empowered as phallic instrument. Moreover. the
camera acts as surgical instrument and operation. the vehicle through which the tran-
substantiation occurs. Livingston thus becomes the one with the power to tirn men
into women who. then. depend on the power of her gaze 10 become and remain
women. Having asked about the rinssexualization of lesbian desire, then, it follows
that we I‘nth[ a:,}\ mbre meCularl\f \\’hat is the status of the desire to fenlinize
])]:,IC}\ and La[:no men that the film enacts? Does this not_serve the purpose. among

others. of a visual pacification of subjects by whom white women are imagined to
be sociallv endangered?

" Does the camera promise a transubstantiation of sofs? Is it the token of that prom-
tse 1o deliver econemic privilege and the transcendence of social abjection® What
does it mean 10 eroticize the holding out of that promise. as hooks asks, when the
fAlm will do well. but the lives that they record will remain substantially unaltered?
And if the camera is the vehicle for that trunsubstantiszion, what is the power as-
sumed by the one who wields the camera. drawing on thar desire and exploiting it?
Is this not its own fantasy, one in which the filmmaker wields the power to transform
what she records? And is this fantasy of the camera’'s power not directly counter to
=g the ethnographic conceir that structures the film?

. hooks is right to argue that within this culture the ethnographic conceit of a neu-
tral gaze will alvays be a white gaze, an unmarked white gaze, one that passes
its own perspective off as the omniscient, one that presumes upon and enacts its
own perspective as if it were no perspective at all. But whardoes it mean to think
about this camera as an instrument and effect of lesbian desire? [ would have liked

10 huve seen the question of Livingston's cinematic desire reflexively thematized in

the film itself. her intrusions into the frame as -intrusions.” the camera implicated
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in the trajecton of desire that it seems compelled 1o incite. To the extent that the ;
camera figures weitly as the instrument of tnsubstantiation. it assumes the place of
the phaltus. as that which controls the field of signification. The camera thus tr_ldc-s'
on the musculine privilege of the disembodied gaze. the gaze that has the posver to
procluce bodies. but that is itself no body. T T I
“Bur s this cinematic gaze only white and phallic, or is there in this film a de-
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cemtered place for the camera as well? hooks points to two competing narrative ’
|
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trajectories in the film. one that focuses on the pageantry of the balls and another
that focuses on the lives of the paricipants. She argues that the spectacle of the
pageantry arrives o quell the portraits of suffering that these men relate about their -
lives outside the ball. And in her rendition. the pageantry represents z life of plea-
surable fantasy, and the lives outside the drag ball are the painful “realin” that the
pageantry seeks phanwsmatically to overcome. heoks claims that “ut no point in
Livingston's film ure the men asked to speak abourt their connections o 2 world of
family and community bevond the drag ball. The cinemutic narraiive makes the ball
the center of their lives. And vet who determines this? Is this the way the black men
view their realioy or is this the realiny that Livingston constructs?™!
Cleurly, this iy the way thar Livingston constructs their “reality,” and the insights
into theirlives that we do get are still tied in 1o the ball. We hear about the navs in
which the various houses prepare for the ball; we see “mopping”. and we see the
differences among those who walk in the ball as men. those who do drag inside
the parameters of the bull. those who cross-dress all the time in the ball and on the :
street. and. among the cross-dressers. those who resist ranssexuality and those who '
are ranssexual in varving degrees. What becomes clear in the enumeration of the !
kinship system that surrounds the ball is not only that the "houses” and the “moth- !
ers” and the “children” sustain the ball but that the ball is itself an occasion for the |
building of a set of kinship relations that manage and suswin those who belong to
the houses in the face of dislocution. poverty, homelessness. These men “mother”
one another. "house” one another. “rear” one another. and the resignification of the
famity through these terms is not a vain or useless imitation but the social and discur- o
sive buiiding of community. a communiry that binds, cares. and reaches. thar shelters_
and enables. This is doubtless a cultural reelaboration of kinship that anvone outside 3
of the privilege of heterosexual familv (and those within those * ‘privileges” who suf- - 1.
fer there) needs to see. o know. and 1o learn from. a task thar makes none of us 1_'.;,:'4
who are outside of heterosexual “fzmily” into absolute outsiders to this film. Signifi- o
canuy. it is in the elaboration of kinship forged through a resignification of the very '
terms that effect our exclusion and abjection that such a resignification creates the
discursive and social space for communiry. that we see an appropriation of the terms
of domination that turns them toward a more enabling future. '
— In these senses. then, Paris Is Burning documents neither an efficacious insur-
lrecuon nor a p:unful resubordm:mon but an unsL'!l)Ie coexistence of both. The
film auests 1o the painful pleasures of eroucnzmc and rn]m]nn the very norms that
wield their power by foreclosing the very reverse-occupations that the children
nevertheless perform.
~-_This is not an appropriaticn of dominant culture in order 1o remuin subordinated
by its terms bur an appropriation that seeks to make over the terms of domination,
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4 making over that is itself a kind of agency. 2 power in and as discourse, in and as
performance. which repeats in order to remake — and sometimes succeeds. But this
is a film that cannot achieve this effect without implicating its spectators in the act;
to watch this film means to enter into a logic of fetishization that instalis the ambiva-
lence of that “performance” as related 10 our own. If the ethnographic conceit allows
the performance to become an exotic fetish, one from which the audience absenis
iseif, the commodification of heterosexual gender ideals will be, in that instance.
complete. But if the film establishes the ambivalence of embodying — and failing
10 embody — that which one sees. then a distance will be opened up between that
hegemonic call to normativizing gender and its critical appropriation.

Symbolic Reiterations

The resignification of the symbolic terms of kinship in Paris Is Burning and in the
cultures of sexual minorities represented and occluded by the film raises the ques-
tion of how precisely the apparently static workings of the sy mbolic order become
vulnerable 1o subversive repetition and resignification. To understand how this resig-
nification works in the fiction of Willa Cather, a recapitulation of the psychoanalytic
account of the formation of sexed bodies is needed. The turn to Cather's fiction
involves bringing the question of the bodilv ego in Freud and the status of sexual
differentiation in Lacan to bear on the question of naming and. particularly. the force
of the name in fiction. Freud's contention that the ego is alwavs a bodily ego is elab-
orated with the further insight thar this bodily ego is projected in a field of visual
alterity. Lacan insists that the body as a visual projection or imaginary formation can-
not be susiained except thmurJh submitting to the nazme, where the "name” stands
for the Name of the Father, the law of sexual differentiation. In “The Mirror Stage,”
Lacan remarks that the ego is preduced “in a fictiona! direction.” that its contouring
and projection are psychic works of fiction: this fictional directionaliry is arrested
and immobilized through the emergence of a symbolic order that legirimates sexu-
ally differentiated fictions as “positions.” As a visual fiction. the ego is inevilably a
site of méconnatssance: the sexing of the ego by the symboilic secks to subdue this
instability of the ego. understood as an imaginary formation.
- Here it seems crucial to_ask where and how language emerges 1o effect this
Xt Stﬂbl!lZl_ng funcuon pamcd]arlv for the fixing of sexed pom:ons The cupacw} of[

o e 1y |l
1or :ntelthbnhq ¥ {f ¥or Lacan. the name secures the bOdll\’ ego in time, renders it

"identical through time. and this “conferring” power of the name is derived from the
conferring power of the symbolic more generally, then it follows that a crisis in the
symbolic svill entail a crisis in this identinv-conferring function of the name and in the
smbxhzmg of bodilv contours according to sex allegedlv performed by the svmbolic.

The crisis in the symbolic, understood as g crisis over what constitutes the limits of
mie.’hg:br!zll' will register as a crisis in the name aind i the morpbological stability
thar the name is said to confer.

The phallus functions 2s a synecdache. for insofar as 1t is a faure of the penis. it
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constitutes an idealization and 1solation of a body part and. further, the invesiment of
tiat part with the force of symbolic law. If bodies are differentiated according to the
svmbwolic positiens that they occupy. and those svmbolic positions consist in either
having or being the phalius. bodies are thus differentiated and sustained in their dif-
ferentiation by being subjected to the Law of the Father that dictates the “being” and
“having” positions: men become men by approximating the “having of the phallus.”
which 1s 10 sav they are compelled 10 approximate a "position” that is itself the result
of a svnecdochal collapse of masculinity into its “part” and a corollary idealization ;
of that synecdoche as the governing svmbol of the symbolic order. According to the ]
symbolic, then, the assumption of sex takes place through an approximation of this
synecdochal reduction. This is the means by which a body assumes sexed integrity ‘
as masculine or feminine: the sexed integrity of the body is paradoxicully achieved B
through an identification with its reduction into idealized synecdoche (“having™ or l
"being” the phallus). The body that fails 1o submit to the law or occupies that faw in i
a mode contrarv to its dictate thus loses its sure footing — iis cultural graviry — in E
the symbolic and reappears in its imaginany tenuousness, its fictional direction. Such I
bodies contest the noarms that govern the fntelligibility of sex.
Is the distinction between the symbolic and the imaginary a stable distinction?
And what of the distinction between the name und the boedily ego? Does the name.
understood a5 the linguistic token that designates sex, only work to corer over its fic-
tiveness. or are there occasions in which the fictive and unstable status of thai bodily
00 trowble the name. expose the name as a crisis in referentiality? Further, if body’
parts do not reduce 1o their phallic idealizations. that is, if they become vectors for
other sorts of phantasmatic investments, then to what extent does the synecdochal
logic through which the phalius operates lose its differentiating capacity? In other
words, the phallus itself presupposes the rezulation and reduction of phanwsmatic v
investment such that the penis is either idealized as the phallus or mourned as the
scene of castration and desired in the mode of an impossible compensation. If these :
investmenis are deregulated or, indeed. diminished, ro what extent can having being '
the phallus stll function as that which secures the differenuation of the sexes?

In Cather's fiction, the name not only designaies a gender uncenainty but pro- =
duces a crisis in the figurition of sexed morphology as well. In this sense. Cather's -
fiction can be read as the foundering and unraveling of the symbolic on its own im-
possible demands. What happens when the name and the part preduce divergent
and conflicting sets of sexual expeciations? To what extent do the unstable descrip-
tions of gendered bodies and body pants produce a crisis in the referentialiny of the .
name. the name iwself as the very fiction it seeks 1o cover? If the heterosexism of the
Lacanian symbolic depends on a set of rigid and prescribed identifications. and if
those idemiﬁcalions are precisely what C:uher‘s fiction works through and againsn
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heterOSE\H[ _parameters of what quahﬁes as “sex’ —undergoes a reqmculauon “that
“works the fictive grounding of whut only appears as the fixed limits of ln[elllglblllr}’

Cather cites the paternal law. but in placss and ways that mobilize 1 subversion.
under the guise of loyalty. Names fail fully to gender the chuaracters whose femi-
ninity and masculinity they are expected 1o secure. The name fails 1o sustain the
identity of the body within the terms of cultural intelligibility: body pans disengage




