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Becoming homosexual, for Foucault, would then be a polirical projecr, a social move-

ment of sorts, that would ultimately help us challenge repressive gender hierarchies
and the scructural underpinnings of institutions, Thus, mark Sean and Pedro’s union
as something new, a new form thar is ar the same time formless from the vantage
. point of established state hierarchies.® The new form that Sean and Pedro’s perfor-
mances of self brings into view is one that suggests worlds of possibility for the mi-
noritarian subject who experiences multiple forms of domination within larger sys-
tems of governmentality. :

“When considering Zamora’s lifework one is struck by his accomplishments, inter-
ventions within the dominant public sphete that had real effects on individuals {(such

as the woman from South Carolina whose letter was cited at the beginning of this _

chapter), and other interventions as an activist, Zamora tested positive for HIV while
still in. high school, a few years after he acrived in che United States wich his parents
and rwo siblings in 1980 with some one hundred thousand other Cuban refugees who
sailed to Florida in the Mariel boar lift. His activism began not long after he tested
pasitive for the virus. Zamora testified before the Presidential Commission on AIDS
and owice before congressioual committees, took partina pubﬁc service ad campaign
for the Centers for Discase Control and Prevention, and was appainted to a Florida
government panel on ATDS. He also gave many interviews in the print and electron-
ic media. I first encountered Zamora hefore his tenure on MTV. I saw him. and his
father on a local Spanish-language television news program in south Flozida while I
was visiting my parents during college. As I sat in the living room with my parents, I
marveled at the televisual spectacle of this young man and his father, both speaking a
distincdy Cuban Spanish. on television, talking openly zbout ATIDS, safe sex, and
homosexuality. I was struck because this was something news; it was a new formation,
a being for others. I imagined countless other living rooms within the range of this
broadcast and I thought about the queer children who mighr be watching this pro-
gram at home with their parents. This is the point where I locate something other
than the concrete interventions in the public sphere. Hete is where I see the televisu-
al spectacle leading to the possibility of new counterpublics, new spheres of possibili-
ty; and the potential for the reinvention of the world from A to Z.

/" ' | v Chapter 7

Performing Disidentity:
Disidentification as a Practice of Freedom

There are the limirs to the strategies, ractics, and: performativiies chat I have been ex-

ploring. There is also more to say about disidentification, its nuances, and its intrica-
cies. This chaprer will consider questions of publicity and privacy. It will also further
elabarate the concept of counterpublicity. Questions that emerge around the public/
private thematic will lead me to interrogate “the place” of multiculturalism’ within
the polirics of disidentification. I will follow these threads from the preceding chapter
on Pedro Zamora’s work by considermg two other cultural worlers (one a concepru-
al artist, the other a transgender sex worker turned evangelist) who shared similar
identity coordinates with Zamora and, mare impartant, employed disidendficarory
performances to do their work.

By “limits” I mean something other than failures. Instead, I want to call atten-
tion to some of the material and psychic forces that work against the disidentifying
subject. I wish to disarm a precritical celebrarory aura that might arrach irself not
only te disidentification bur also to some of this 'boolds other key words: hybridiey
queerness, migrancy autvethrography, and so forth. Lec me be clear abour one thing:
disidentificarion is about cultural, material, and psychic survival. It is a response to
state and global power apparatuses that employ systems of racial, sexual, and nation-
al subjugation. These routinized protocals of subjugation are brutal and painful. Dis-
identification is about managing and negotiating historical traumna and systemic vio-
lence. I have gone to gredt lengths to explicate, render, and imagine complicated
strategies and tactics that enact minorirarian subjectiviry. I have wanted to posit that
such processes of self-acrualization come into discourse as a response to ideologies
that discriminare against, demean, and attempr o destroy cemponents of subjectivi-
ty that do not conform or respond o narratives of universalizarion and normaliza-
tion, The disidentifying subject is not a flier who escapes the aunospheric force field

161



162 . PERFORMING DISIDENTITY

of ideclogy. Neither is she a wickster figure who can cffortlessly come out on top
every tune. Sometimes disidentificadion is insufficient.

Failed Transformations

In the Introduction, I wrote that disidentificarion is not an appropriate straregy for all
minorirarian subjects all of the time. The Trangformation (1996), a follow-up by Susana
Alleen and Carlos Aparicio to - their powerfiul 1990 documenrary The Sl Miper
{1990), will scrve as an example te help me illustrate the “limits of disidentification,”

"The Sait Mines worked for me as something of an antidore to Jennie Livingston's
famous documentary Parir It Burming (1991). I programmed the film for a queer
film collective ! worked with in North Carolina in the early 1990s. Paris Is Burning
presented a highly sensationalized rendering of Latino and black transvestite and
transsexual communities. The Salt Mines and The Transformation, two texrs that have
received far less critical considerarion, have offered a narration of wansgender com-
munitles of color in New York Ciry that has resisted the inpulse to glamorize the ex-
petience in the way that Paris Iy Burning does.! Poverty and disease, for instance,
have not been sacrificed in these videos for the sake of specracle and style, as they
were in Livingston’s film. Thus, I think of the Aiken and Aparicio videotapes as anti-
dotes of sorts to the overexposed Paris & Burning. They offer a much starker and less
glamorous rendering of the minoritarian subject: specificaily Latino mranssexuals. The
“salt mines” of the video’s tirle is raken from the name given by its inhabitants to the
paricing lot of a. New York City salt reserve that had been converted into a makeshift
cransgender village. The video documents the lives of different rransvestites and
transsexuals who lived in the broken-down garbage trucks at the salt reserve lot. This
commnzirty of homeless gueers of color is not shown voguing in spectacular balls.
Instead, the video depicts the queens cooking hamburgers over a campfire, shooting
up female hormenes, and “reading” each other. Many of the salt mine’s populadon
are on crack and a large number are sex workers. Beyond these activities, the queens
of the salt mines do quite a bir of ralling. One of the best talkers is one of the videds
most engaging documenrtary subjects: Sara. Sara is a transgendered subject who was
born male and has been shooting female hormones over the course of many years.
Sara and the other qneens of The Salt Mines arc preyed on by missionaries who are
intetested in winning their souls. The qneens are highly skeptical of these mostly
white evangelists whose notion of salvation is decidedly antiqueer and homophobic.

The Transformation begins with a letcer sent to Alken and Aparicio by Sara, who
now, four years after the events depicted in The Salr Mines, has relocated to Texas and
is going by the name Ricardo. Ricardo is Sara’s male birth name. He has raken on
this name in the same fashion that he has taken on a heterosexual identification and
a conversion to fundamentalist Christianity. Ricardo has even gone so far as to marry
1 woman from his church group. Even though Sarz had breasts and had undergone

years of guerrilla hormone therapy, he is trying to masculinize bimself to fit into his .
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new community. This masculinization includes having his implants removed, cutting
his hair, and renouncing his hoinosexual desire.

His job, it would seem, is to be a good husband to his wife and work with the
white male evangelical soul hunter who snared him. He works as an assistant and a
walking “exampie.” In the course of the documentary; Ricardo and the white tnan go
after two of his former friends from The Salt Mines and fail to convert either. One
queen, who has just gotten out of jail, rejects the ‘evangelical proposition, explaining
that she can never pretend to live 2s a man. The other quezn is no longer living on
the street and has refurned to her family, whoe now accept her as a sister, dangher,
and aunc. Ricardo strikes out in both his attempts to convert his former Friends.

It is not difficult to understand why Ricardo has made this transformation. The
chief reason is his health status. Ricardo was living with AIDS. His already rragically
shortened Iife span would have been even more painful if he had conrinued to live on
the street in poverty and malnourished. His choice to leave the street for the relarive
warmth and comfort of the materially supportive church commuurity is an act of sur-
vival that can possibly be understood as a disidenrification. Ricarda worked with and
on the ideology of born-again Chuistianity, artempting o benefic from frs rewards
(material support, supportive communities, companionship) while resisting total co-
optation by that disconrse, Ricardo’s disidentification, like other forms, entailed a
series of negoriarions. The cost of Ricardo’s “ransformation” was his breasts, his homo-
sexual desire, and his queerness. He -tried his best to perform normative hetero-
sexualiry. The interviews with his wife and other members of the Texas communiry
indicared that he had made serious intaads—he was accepted and nurrared. Yer at
whar cost? It is clear thar Ricarde compromised a great deal o reformulate his idenri-
ty into a form that was legible to and compatible with born-again Christianiry.

Yer, Ricardo’s attempt ar disidentification failed. The video ends with a chilling
monologue in which a tired and infirm Ricardo seems especially birrer and sad. His
final wish is not to appear ridiculous to others in his illness. He admics that he never
successfully negetiated his desire—that he missed the touch of other men tremen-
dously. This last monologue was recorded shortly before his death. The viewer can-
not help but feel the stinging sadness of Ricardo’s life—compromising his self to the
dominant ideology cost toe much. The sadness is underscored by a justaposition of
images of Sara in The Salt Mines langhing and indignant in the face of overarching
adversity and heartbreken Ricardo’s final video monclogue.

Sara/Ricardo was not a queer activist like Pedro Zamara, but a traditional docu-
menrary subject—-which is not to say that he did nar, like Zamora, attempt to 1ness
with the protocols of documentary practice. Ricardo’s church knew of the previous
documentary and Sara’s role in it and attempted to use the video artists Atken and
Aparicio to spread “Ricardo’s message/example” ju a new documentary Aiken and
Aparicio took the church and Ricardo's bait, yet clearly had no intention of being
reeled in. Instead of chrericling the triumph and salvation of Ricardo’s new life, they
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recorded the way in which he failed to convert his fellow “salt mines” alumni, the dif-
ficulties of his marriage, his persistent yet srifled desire for other men, and the sad-
ness of his death. Ricardo’s disidentification was not in the service of a larger practice
of freedom like the disidentifications enacted by Zamora, He disidentified with the
church that used him, the “salt mines” community, and his own desirz as a 1nan who
desired other men. He attempted to refashion himself in an attempr to negotiare a
hemophebic public sphere and a world of poverty that would accelerare his illness.

Any comparison of Sara/Ricardo with Zamora requires a consideration of the
class differential between the two. Borh emigrated in the Mariel boat lift of 1980.
Zamora, a smuall boy at the time, was raised in the working-class Cuban conumunity

of Hialeah. Less is known abour Sara/Ricarde. We do know that he came of age in -

Cuba, and ir is likefy that he was one of the many homosexuals who were ejecred
from the island during the boat lift. His mumigration eventually led to the life of
homelessness depicred in The Sl Mines. Although Zamora was essentially working-
class, he had access to channels of representation that Sara/Ricardo could never have
dreamed of. Zamord's refative class privilege afforded him opporrunities and possibil-
iries denied to the older immigrant, It might be hypothesized that strategies and
practices that consritute disidentification are, for the most parr, more readily avail-
able to subjects whose class privilege pives them access to systems of representation,

The story this chapter tells shifts to yet another Cuban-American. Felix Gonzalez-
Torres immigrated to the Unired States in the 1970s via Spain and was able, unlike
both Zamera and Sara/Ricardo, to pursue a higher education. He rose to fame in the
arr world during the late 1980s. He died at the zenith of his fame in January 1996,
Gonzalez-Torres rejected the general sericrures of identiry and what he imderstood as
the constraints of mulriculturalism. Sara/Ricardo had no access to the spheres of
publicity and culrure thar Zamora or Gonzalez-Torres operaced within. Yer, all chree
Cuban-Americans, operating in vasily different fields of television, evangelical reli-
gion, and the New York Ciry art world, all used disidentificatory performances to re-
make the self. Whereas Zamora worked to publicize his minoritarian identity within
the dominant public sphere while disidentifying with his televisual “Real World” and

Sara/Ricardo demied and rejected his minoritarian identification in hopes of crafting a -

majoritarfan self, Gonzalez Torres rejected the very tenets of idenrity. Instead, through
his disidentificatory performances of self, he achieved what I would provisionally call
disidentity. | am not positing disidentity as a sort of “anti-idenrity.” Tnstead, T offer the
concept as a heuristic example that aims to help explain a subjecr such as Gonzalez-
Torres, who rejected any route understanding of “identiry” bnt nonetheless czlled for
what [ see as a recomstructed identity polirics. The artist’s particular version of idenriry
politics critiqued simplistic pluralism and weak multiculturalism as it called for an
engagement with the guestion of identity. Although any of the artist’s images might
imvoke a queer or Latine life-world for minoritarian cognoscenti, such meanings, while
central, are not the only available ones. Identity is never pinned downed by represen-
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tion in Gonzalez-Torres’s work; his disidentificatory strategies of cultural production
eschew representation for performance, specifically, disidenrificatory performance.

|dentity ageinst liself: Felix Gonzalez-Torres and the Limits of Multiculturalism

Like Sara/Ricardo and Pedro Zamaora, Gonzalez-Torres was queer, cubang, and a per-
son living with ATDS. His work never invoked idenrity elements in any obvious way.
He depended on a minimalist symbolic lexicon that disidentified with minimalism’s
own self-referentiality. Gonzalez-Torres's miniinalism evoked meaning and employed
coruotaring, uging the minimalist style to. speak to a larger social order and 1o ex-
panded issues of identity. His refunctioning of minjmalism enabled him ro rethinlk
identity and instead opt for z disidentiry.
T am not the first o mark his nuanced relationship w identity. Robert Storr, for
instance, has stared:
In an art world too often ebsessed with simplistic affirmations of origin or
essence, Gonzalez-Torres eschews the role of Latin [s¢] arrist or queer artist or
even activist artist, while using everything thar his experience as a Cuban-born,
policically commirted gay man has caught him. What he has learned is that in
America’s presently chauvinist dimate, loudly declaitning whe you are frequentdy
preempts showing an audience what you ses.2

Although the artist does not speak from the space of an identity, his work is influ-
enced and shaped by a vision that is always scructured through his own ‘multiple
horizons of experience. This is true of almosr anyane, but in the case of Gonzalez-
Torres one needs to consider the ways m which his horizons of experience have been
debased and stigmarized within the dominant channels of representation. By refusing

. to simply invoke identicy, and instead to connote ir, he is refusing to participate in a

pardcular representational economy. He does not counter negarive representations
with positive ones, but instead absents himself and his worl from this dead-end
street. One need not turn to art critics to verify this poing the artist himself spoke
elognently on the snbject. Indeed, in all his work, interviews, teaching, and public
lectures, he actively rebelled against any reductive understanding of how his identity
affects his cultural production, In his response to interviewer and fellow ardise Tim
Rollins, who asked zbout the the “conrent” of his work, Gonzalez-Torres articulated
his own understanding of how identity formation is more complicated than most fa-
miliar models of multiculturalism:

T [Rorriws]: T've heard 2 lot of grumbling, Felix, abour the lack of an
overt political or Latino content in your work.

FeLx [Gonzarez Torxesh: ({zughing) Well, T just want to start by saying
that the “maracas” sculptores are next! I'm not a good token. T den't wear-
the right colors. I have my own agenda. Some people want to promote
multiculruralism a5 long as they are the promoters, the circus directors. We
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have an assigned role that’s very specific, very limiced. As in a glass virrine,
“we"-—the “other™—have o accomplish ritual, exotic performances to satisfy
the needs of the majority. This parody is becoming boring very quickly.
Who is going to define my culture? It’s not just Borges dnd Garcia Marquez,
but also Gerrrude Stein and Freud and Guy Debord—rthey are all part of my
formation? :

Gonzalez-Torres foregrounded the complexity of contemporary hybrid identities.
Given his Latino ethnicity, a sector of the arts comminnity expected his work to be

influenced and shaped by a strong identification with Latin American maszers. Iden- -

tifications with a very queer Anglo-American modernist, the father of psychoanalysis,
ar a French high theorist of the spectacle are not, according to the critics the inter-
viewer imvoked earier in their dialogue, proper identificarions for the artist,

When Gonzalez-Torres, out of frnstration, asked, “Whao is poing to define my
culture?” he was expressing a view shared by all the cultural producess considered in
this study. The roles that are available within dominant culture for Larino/a and
other minority ideatities are narrow, static, and fixed. These identity construces are
more often than not exotic rituals and performances commissioned by maihstrean
culrure. These accounts of mainstream identity are, in most instances, unable to ac-
count for the specificicy of black and qneer lives or any other collisior: of two or more
minority designations. Gonzalez-Torres's art insisted on speaking queerly and speak-
ing Latino in ways thar were oblique. Consequencly, his work functioned as a formi-
dable obstacle to facile conceptions of identity. He elaborated forms of representation
premised on invisibility Gonzalez-Torres mvokes a disidentity rhat is predicared on
transparency and the everyday instead of the moze familiar models of minority iden-
tity thar invoke exotic coloss and rituals.

The interviewer’s suggestion that Gonzalez-Torres’s work is apolitical is a charge
leveled at many minority cultnral producers who do not critique the dominant cul-
ture through predictable routes. Gonzalez-Torres’s work enables a discussion of the
way in which dominant publicity, especially the interpellating call of mulcicultural-
ispn—or, as I will specify, reductive multicultmal pluralism—is challenged and ob-
structed by a series of disidentificarory maneuvers thar are calibrated to forge an ac-
tivist anti-idenrirarian counterpnblicity. )

Gonzalez-Torres’s response to Rollins's question betrays a frustration with the
way in which muldcultural pluralism disarms the polirics of specificity. Multicultural
pluralism’s rhetoric of inclusion homogenizes difference. Difference becomes part of
the race, class, and gender mantra, essentially a form of sloganeering. John Guillory,

in his study of the politics of canonization, identifies all the problems of the mantra

in relation to the politics of canonization:

(Tlhe ubiquitous invocarion of these catepories of social identicy continually de-
fers their theorertical discrimination from each other on dic behalf of whatever
polirical work is being done by pronouncing their names in the same breath as -
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practice. But what work is that? Whar political work tequires the deferral of the-
ory, despite the fact that one musr always gesture to some future, as yer unelab-
orated, analysis of the relations berween race, class and gender?

The mantra thus smoothly positions minority identiry designarions within a syn-
rax of equivocations that defers the work of theorizing relations of power. In this
book, I have insisted thar eritical hermeneutics and political projects that are not suf-
ficiendly intersectional are grossly inadequate to the project of mapping and analyz-
ing the social. Optics that are not sufficiently intersecrional are thus blinded by se-
vere cultural myvpia. Interseciionality should not be confused with multiculturalism.
Intersectionalicy is primarily concerned with the relutions berween different minori-
tarian coordinares {which include the “mantia” but also allow for nodes of difference
that cannot be anticipated). Intersectionality does not, once again, defer analyses, as
Guillory suggests multiculturalism does. Instead, it insists on a theorerical apparatus
thar is located in the “now.” )

This is not antomatically to foreclose the project of mulriculturalism. In fact, a
crueial distinction nesds to be posited between mulriculoural pluralism (or weale mul-
ticulturalism) and what Wahneema Lubiano has referred to as a “radical” multiculoue
alism. Lubiano admits that muiticuituralism can and has often been appropriated by
reactionary and liberal ideologies. She nonetheless locates a kemel of transformarive
pelitical possibility in multiculturalisin, leading to a politics thar she describes as radi-
cal multiculturalism. Lubizno undesstands the ways m which elites can hijack the
form of multiculturalism but maintains:

If elites manage business as usual and can’t call it muldculturalism, chey will
simpiy call it something else. We cannot give up the ground because of whar
they can do in the name of the ground on which we have chosen to fight, The
process of normalization or the wotk of oppositional pestures is an ongoing dy-
namic of our system and, of course, mulriculmralism can be used to continue
such management. Radical multicnlturalism, however, rurns its arrention to de-
mystifying just such management and to Aghting it. Contesttion is the driving
force of such a dynamic.s

Lubiano’s radical multiculturalism is conceived as a counterattack o systems of nor-
malization, as 2 management of oppositional gestures. For Lubiano, this acrive, ac-
tivist, and politicized reconceptualization of multiculruralism is a reaction against
corporate multiculruralism. Her writing is designed to be a disidentification with
liberalism’s outmoded narrative of mulricultutalism. Lubiano’s narrarive of multi-
culturalism keeps political passibility in motion. Furthermore, unlike the version of
multiculturalism that Guillory discusses, radical multiculeuzalism is focused on the
reladonal or intersectional aspects. Gniliory’s main reservation about the mantra is
that it stands n for politics and disables analsis, Lubiano pushes for a mobilization
that synchromizes and choreographs different oppositional gestures, gestures that in-
clude different modalities of reading. Tr also calls atrention 1o the conflicts and strife
between identity compenents, refusing to whitewash such complexities. These wiiters
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make the important claim for merhodologies that enable critique. Thus, a critical
multiculturalism is a far cry from reductive multicultural pluralism. I undersrand
disidentification in a similar fashion and argue thar it too offers a system of volition-
al and semivolitional gestures whose ethos, while always surviyalist, is also critical It
would be useful to reconsider the term disidentification at this juncure,

Disidenfification, Sacial Theory, and the Public/Private Binarism

A question needs to be posed in relation to the theoretical project that this ook pucs
forth: How does one get from discursive analysis to counterpublicity? Disidendficatory
petformances (here I mean the work of the artists T read and my own readings) resist
the social mattix of dominant publicity by exposing the rhetorical/ideological context
of stare power. To elucidate this point, it s useful to return to the wotk of Michel
Pécheux, one of the conceprual and philosophical linchpins of this bock’s theorerical
apparatus. Slavoj iiiek, oné of Pﬁchém's most interesting commentators, elaborares
the relation berween discourse analysis and state power:

Michel Pécheux . . . gave a strict linguistic turn to Althusser’s theory of interpel-
larion. His wotk is ceotered on the discursive mechanisms that generate the “evi-
dence” of Sense. That is to say, one of the fundamental srratagems of ideology is
the reference to some seif-evidence—“Loolt, you can see for yourself how things
arel” “Let the facts speak for themselves” Is perhaps the arch-statement of ideol-
ogy—thc poinr being, precisaly, the facts never “speal-c for themselves” but are
always made v speak to a necwork of discussive devices. Suffice to recall the no-
rorious anti-abortion Blm The Sifent Seream—we “see” a foetus which “defends”
itself, which “cries,” and so on, yet what we “don’t see” in this very act of secing
is chat we “see” all this against the background of a discursively pre-constitured
space. Discourse analysis is perhaps at its strongest in answering this precise
question: when a racist Englishman says “There ate 00 many Pakistanis on our
streets!”, how—ijrom what place—does he “See” thir—that is, how is his symbolic
space structured so that he can perceive the fact of a Pakistani strolling along a
London street as a disturbing surplus? Thar is to say, here one must bear in
mind Lacan’s motto that nothing is lacking in the real: every perception of z lack
or a surplus (“not enough of this,” “too much of that”) always involves a sym-
bolic universe.$

Ziseks gloss on Pécheux assists in the visualization of the “work” that disidentifica-
tion does within the social. Disidentifieation permits the snbject of ideology to con-
test the interpellations of the dominant ideology. Thus, a snbject who is hailed by the
ideology cops’ cry of “hey;, you” may respond with a tactical misrecognition like the
one that Mokina offers Valentin in Manuel Puig's Kiss of the Spider Woman. Valentin
commands his gay cell mate to “Be 2 man!” Molina, a seasoned foca, responds to his

command by exclaiming: “A man! Where do you sec a man!” Such a tactical mis-

recognition permits a subject to demystify the dominant publicity, exposing it as a
“discursively pre-constitured” space that often maintaing strict and oppressive hierar-
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chies within the social. Counterpubliciry is thus born from a modality of disidentifi-
cation that is essendially an act of tuctical misrecognition that serves as a bulwark against
the effects of dominanr publicity. )

The performances and installations of Gonzalez-Torres achieve a tactical mis-
recognition of dominant publicity’s public/private binary. Gonzalez-Torres was a
shrewd tactician and an excellent philosopher of publicity. Nancy Fraser, a leading
U.S. philosopher of the public sphere, succinety explicares the ways in which rhe
public/private binary bolsters the dominant public. She explains thar the public/

" private split “enclave[s] certain matters in specialized discursive arenas so as to shield

them from general debate.” She conclndes: “This usually works to the advantage of
dominant groups and individuals and to the disadvantage of their subordinates.”
Fraser’s proposition is tilored to speak to the ways in which the public/private bina-
rism has been used o histozically “enclave” women’s experience and perpetuate their
subordinaton. Gonzalez-Torres shared these feminist concerns, bnt his awn horizon
of experience was that of a gay inan—a gay man whose identiry was, from the van-
tage point of the dominant culture, a “don’t ask, don't tell” issue. He was also a per-
son living with ATDS who had lost his adored lover, Ross, in the pandemic. Gonzalez-
Torres refused to limit his grief to a privatized seif.

The artist’s.interrogation of a public/private binary also served as a critique of the
universalized individual subject. Mdnica Amor has read the artist’s worlk, especiaily
his word sculprures thar represent public and personal dates and words in seemingly
randoin otder, as providing an “indiscriminate intersection of both public and pri-
vate” that “subverts the Western myth of a self-sufficient snbjectiviry,” which allows
her o conclude that the artist sugpests that we are “historical and cultural products as
well as individuals,”® The artist often worked with oblique images thar were strategi-
cally invisible to the hostile public but visible to those inside different counterpublics.?
These oblique images share similar aesthetic philosophies with the arr of ACT-UP
and other queer/ HIV/AIDS-activist groups. Douglas Crimp’s reading of the fimous
Silence = Death logo outlines some of the strategies of that movernent:

Our emblem’s significance depends on foreknowledge of the use of the pink rri-
angle as the marker of gay mén in concenmration camps, its appropriation by the
gay movement to remember a suppressed history of our oppression, and, now,
an inversion of irs positiouing (men in the death camps wore a pink miangle
that pointed down; STLENCE = DEATH's points up). SILENCE = DEATH declares
that silence about the oppression and annihilation of pay people, then and now,
must be broken as a matter of our survival. ‘As historically problematic as an
analogy of ATDS and die death camps is, it is also deeply resonant for gay men
and lesbians, especially insofar as the analogy is already mediated by the gay
movement’s adoption of the pink triangle. But it is not merely what siLeNcE =
DEATH says, but also how it looks, chat gives it its pariculer force, The power of
this equation under a triangle is the compression of its connotation into a logo;
a logo so stiking that you ultimarely have to ask, if you don’t already knaw,
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“YWhat does thar mean?” And it is the answers we are constantly called upon to
give to others—small, everyday direct acrions—that make STLENCE = DEATH sig-
nify beyond a community of leshian and gay cognoscenti.’®

The work of Gonzalez-Torres was in sync with many of these ATDS activist post-
modern strategies. Consider the billboards thar Gonzalez-Torres installed throughont
New York City depicting an empty and unmade bed, two pillows marlked with the
indention of two absent heads. This vague, roundabout image, when considered
from a Latino or queer perspective {to name only two communities under siege,

cou:lposed ofpeop]e who Crimp described as cogﬂnscenti), is a comment on rhe cur- -

rent crisis that shapes such idenrities, For some spectators, what is suggested is noth-
ing bnt a iundane image fromn everyday life. Yet, there s something about the
image, blown up and relocated in the pub]ic sphﬁrc, that casts 2 shadow of enigma
over the picture, Spectarors ont of the “know” are put in the position where they
“have to ask, if [they] don’t already know, “What does that mean?”” For othets, those
touched by the carastrophe of HIV and other genocidal epidemjcs, the image is an
allusion to the loss, absence, and nepation thar blankers gueer lives, Latino/a lives,
and many other communities at risk or people who share this structure of Feeling,

The billboards powerfully challenge notions of publicity and privacy. The image, re- -

peated throughour the ciry, is one thar represents not a presence, an idenciry, but in-
stead an absence, a lacuna, a void gesturing to something valuabie, loved, and miss-
ing. Privase loss is resiruciured and bécomes public art.

The “cognoscenti” who might “ger” the way in which the image speaks to the
AIDS epidemic are not subjects who simply “identify” with the image. There is in
fact nothing to identify with-—no figure, no rexr, no gesture, barely an object, only
an absence, What is evoked Is a “structure of feeling” that curs through certain Latine
and queer communities but is in no way exclusive to any identitarian group. I am
supgesting char the image connotes a disidentizy a version of self that is crafted through
something other than rote representational practices, produced throngh an actual
disidentification with such practices and the public/private binary.

Other arts, especially painting and photographiy; are, as Peggy Phelan has noted,
“increasingly drawn to performance.”!! Gonzalez-Torress project utilized perfor-
mance as a central element. Actual live performances were sometdmes included in his
work. Yet, even when these performances were not at the center of his installatons,
the work called on the spectator to become an active parricipant in his project. The
interaction of the spectator to the art object is, as Phelan put it, “essentially perfor-
mative.” This point is tmiquely ilfustrated by Gonzalez Torres’s themarization of “the
interactive exchange between the art object and viewer.”!2 The artist’s stacks of paper
and his giant spills of candy, pieces of art that invite the spectarors literally to take 2
piece of the work with thein, call on the spectators to move and physically engage the
art object. This is equally true on a more symbolic level as the artist’s work takes the
space of the gallery or museum, remakes it into a performance space, and asks the
visitor to become an active interlocuror with the work,

Felix Ganzolez-Torres, Untitled, 1991. View of hillboard. Photo by Peter Muscate. Dimensions vari-
able. Gallery credit: As installed for the Museum of Medern Art, New York, “Projects 34: Felix
Ganzalez-Torres,” May 16-June 30, 1992, in twenty-four lacations throughout New York City,
Caurfesy of the Andrea Rosen Gallery, New Yark. Collector credit: The Werner and Elaine
Dannheisser Collection, on long-term loan to the Museun of Modern Art, New York,
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An untitled ingrallarion by Gonzalez-Tozres from 1991 serves as a glaring exam-
ple of this movement toward performance and the restructuring of gallery spacé into
perfornance space. The installation positions a dark young man, who is probably
Latino, go-go dancing on a platform surronnded wich lights,!3 He wears jockey
shorts and a red Toshire that he strips off during his routine, This Latino body, recon-
textualized within the space of the art gallery, disnapts its space. The dancer’s perfor-
mance is not the type of activity that usually would be glimpsed in a downtown New
York gallery. This image would usuzlly be available to the consumer of such specta-
cles in the Times Square area of New York, at clubs such as the Eros or the Gaiery

" Burlesque.™ Gonzalez-Torres’s installation is reminiscent of some of the queer pop
art practices that Andy Warhol pioneered in the 1960s. Warhol's films brought Times
Square hustlers to the realm of gallery arr and arc house cinema, and former hustlers
such as Joe Dallesandro starred in many of his films from that period.!s This recon-
textualization challenges the integrity of distinctions berween lowbrow erotic entet-
tainment and high culture. The queer life-worlds of the go-go palace and the Soho
gallery are occluded. In this insrance, through chis sexy performance, queer identity
is dis-organized and dis-placed.

The installation also provided a commentary on the locarion of fetinidad in gay
male culture. In commercialized gay male culture, bodies like those of the go-go hoy
on the plarform are consumed in the privacy of home video screenings and in the
semiprivacy of dark ciubs such as the Eros.!s Gonzalez-Torres’s iusrallarion dislocates
the Larino body from its standard location in gay male culture, at once revealing and
deconstructing a fixed notion of the role of lesinidad in quecrness. It makes the pri-
vatized and compartmentalized desire for Latino/a bodies a public issue. It also func-
tions as public sex acr that publicizes queer sexual petformance, elevating it from the
position of private vice.

Gonzalez-Torres's work. did not identify in clear or prononnced ways with the
pelitcs of AIDS and illness management o7 with the hyperstratification of arr and
the eroticized body of color. Yet, as the readings I have offered suggest, be did exactly
that, which is to say that through his nimble practice of disidentifying with the
public/private binary, he was able to perform activist politics. The negotiation be-
tween identification and counteridentification in che ardst’s work is, primarily, a
mode of critical performativity, one thar [ am identifying as. tactical misrecognition
of the public/private grids that structure the social.

We can further track the disidentificatory impulse in his work if we consider the
ways in which he deals with issues of exile and echnos. His Untitled (Madrid 1971) is
composed of two jigsaw puzzles in cellophane bags, stacked next to each other, The
first jigsaw is the picture of the artisr as a hoy; next to him is a photo of a statue, what
appears to he a2 monument, shot from the perspective of someane locking up, perhaps
a child, Matched, these two images represent zspects of the artists biography—in
this instance, when he was separated from his parents at age nine so he could leave

Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untitled (Ga-Go Darcing Flatform), 1991, Photo by Pefer Muscato, 214 x 72 -
x 72 inches, Courtesy of the Andrea Rosen Gallery. Installation view: Felix Gonzalez-Torres, “Every
Week There Is Something Differens,” May 2-June 1, 1991, Week Two.
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Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untifled (Madrid 1971}, 1988, Photo by Pefer Muscato. 15 x 18 inches. Two
C-print jigsow puzzles in plastic bags, and Letra set. Courtesy of the Andrea Rosen Gallery, New York.
Cuba for Spain, where he was housed by the church. These images connote memo-
ry’s frapility and permanence. The small puzzles remind us of a few things: the ways
in which images form memories and, in tumn, memories themselves fall together.
They foreground the fact that memory is always about the collection of fragments.
" The constellation of memory is also made through an active spectator who pushed
pieces together, like a child with a puzzle. The image of the self alongside the impos-
ing statue connotes the feeling of being small, helpless. The smime looks like a
mematial to another place and time. Memorials work to make cogent the fictions of
nationalism and individual national culture. The pairing of a photo of the artist as
an innocent and sweet-looking boy nexr to a cold metal sculprure performs, through
a calculus of contradiction, the vulnerability of a dismanding of the public/privare
binary. The picce gestures to the fashion in which one’s identiry is eclipsed by a sys-
tem of naticnal signs that do not constitute one’s citizenship but instead one’s alien-
ation, displacement, and exile. This image speaks to exile and ethnicicy in a voice
that is evocarive and suggestive. It does not announce itself as a cultural artiface,
Iustead, it renders queerness, ethnicity, and ATDS through a circuitous and round-
abonr fashion. These connotations are powerful ones that engage the specrators in a
way that makes them into interactive interJocutors, half of a performance thar is.

PERFORMING DISIDENTITY 75

S . hi il
Felix Gonzalezr-Torres, Untitled (Me and My Sister], 1988. Pholo by Pefer Muscalo. 73 x 9% inches.
C-print jigsaw puzzle in plostic bag. Courtesy af the Andrea Resen Gallery, New Yark.

completed with the art object. Yet, I am not impéying that these are the only available
meanings. Amor has contended that “[tlhe majority of his woarks are untitled, while
aword in parenthesis suggests a meaning related to experiences of the artists life, bus
always open and multivalent.””

Another piece, Untirled (Me and My Sister), is another small snapshot converted
into a jigsaw puzzle. The image’s black-and-white tones of pray mark it as being from
the fifties or eatly sixties. The visual effect transports the spectator to another tempo-
rality and a different spatiality. Without announcing imself, this irmage becomes em-
blematic of exile, the lost home and territory, the lost childhood, and a gilded and
fragile recollection of it, Private and individual ephemera are loaded with publicness,
once again offserting the pnblic/privare binartism. Identicy, ethnic or exilic, is not ren-
dered in these two pieces through representation. The images are obscure in their
meaning, mediated through the jigsaw-puzzle effect and the plastic bag,

Storr and other crirics have gestured to the many ways in which the artist reject-
ed minoritized identity labels. This is certainly true, but it is not the end of the story.
More than simply counteridentify/reject identity, Gonzalez-Torres’s cultural produc-
tion disidentified with the representarional protacols of idenrity. Pieces like the one
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Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untitled {Ross and Harry), 1991. Photo by Peter Muscato, 7% x 9% inches.
C-print jigsow puzzle in plostic bag, Courtesy of the Andreo Rosen Gallery, New York,

I have just described hail from the locus of an erhnic and exilic past but do not sim-
Ply reproduce identity. Performance avoids repreductive economies, and the disiden-
tificavory performances of Genzaler- Torres are no different.® Arcful mediation, evi-
denced hy the jigsaw- strategy or the plastic bags | have described, points to die ways
in which reproduction, representation, and any rote understanding of identity they
engender are insufficient. Instcad, the mediation of puzzle pieces and plastic hags of-

fers a view of a disidensity that potentially informs an ansi-identitarian identity politics .

in which comnmonaliry is not forged through shared images and fixed identifications
bur fashioned instead from connotastve images thar invoke communal structures of
feelings. The structures of feeling that are invoked point to 2 world in which exile
and ethnicity are not stigmarized aberrations, but instead everyday aspects of nation-
al culrure, ’

The jigsaw-puzzle strategy is also employed to connote a queer life-world. For
instance, Unsitied (Ross and Harry) and Unmiitled (Loverboy) are monuments to
Gonzalez-Torres’s lover Ross, who died hefore him in 1991. These too are pictures
from a private life, in this instance a specifically queer life, made public. This wark,
then, challenges dominant protocols thar relegate queerness, and other minoritarian

liistories and philosophies of the self, to a forced exile in the privare sphicre. Onee

i
I
v
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Felix Gonznlez-Torres, Untitled (Loverbay), 1988, Photo by Peter Muscato. 7% x 9% inches,
C-print jigsaw puzzle in plastic bag. Courtesy of the Andrea Rasen Gallery, New York.

again, the jigsaw images achicve a disidentificatory starus through the determined
negation of direct representational routes, a turn toward a strategic obliquity that is

- anti-identtarian in the service of a reconstructed identity politics.

_ Puzzle images of Ross resonate alongside a puzzle photo of Oscar Wilde's tomb,
Untitled (Oscar Wildes Tomb), as a disidendificatory performance that imagines, zen-
ders, and signals a queer life-world into visibility by rendering a queer icon, a roman-
tic image from. the history of queer politics and culture in the mass public space. This
mode of visualizing and portraying private laves and public heroes is a style of disiden-
tificatory pertraimure thart trades in connotations, connotations that can be described
as “almost.ardeulate.”

The same disidentificatory and anti-identitarian impulse toward portraiture is
loated in the artist’s spill sculprures, in whichi spills of candy are weighed to the exact
weight of an individual, of whose “portrait” this spill is a rendering. Those candies
are then offered to spectators as souvenirs and treats. Through the course of an exhi-
bidon, the spills are literally consumed by spectarors. The spills are then replenished,
symbolically restoring the subject of the piece, who, further along in this symbolic
circuit, stands for a sick loved one brought back fram a nightmare of wasting illness.
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Bedies are also represented through chains of lightbulbs thar burn out one by one,
Again, bulbs are replenished, rendesing a dream in which the dying “lights” of one’s
life are fantastically reignited.

Whereas Zamora used identity as a stage to perform media-savvy counterpublicity
aud Sara/Ricardo seemed urterly trapped within the restraints of identity, arrempting
to perform heterosexuality and failing, Gonzalez-Torres seemingly rejected the poli-
tics of identity altogether. Yet, as my readings have indicated, disidzmtsry is held in his
project through deep disidendficarion with identity’s very tenets. Gonzalez-Torres
presents images of the epidemic by offering its cognoscenti a portrait of loss and sad-
ness thraugh mass-produced public art: he “reveals” his own loved object (Ross) and
snapshots of his exilic childhood through the heavy mediation of the jigsaw purzle;

he approaches the identity-centric genre of portraiture through the abstraction of his

spills and his light strings. Gonzalez-Torres was, as the interview cited earlier mdicat-
ed, deeply weary of idenrity. He was especially critical of mulficnlturalism’s narrative
of idersity. Nonetheless, his work ultimately held on to some aspect of idenricy, That
remaining compenent of “self” is mined by che artist and used to narrate a transfor-
mative politics of the self that enabled a “practice of freedom.” -
Within the context of AIDS cultural criticism and activisin, Simon Watney has
called for an “cthically grounded politics of gender and sexuality” in the service of en-
abling “practices of freedom”; ““For what,” he asked ‘is morality, if not the praerice of
liberty, the deliberate pracrice of Liberty?” Rather.than assuming a natural, inevitable
unity among gay men, or berween gay men and lesbians, such an approach grounds
our experience, in all its diversity and complexiry, within a wider ethical contexr.”?
Watney extracts this notion of a practice of freedom from Foucanl’s late interviews.20
Echics for Foucault (a cencept that is vastly different than notions of moralicy foared
in contemporary U.S. culture by the religious right) is achieved through rthe care of
- the self. T am suggesting that Gonzalez-Torres’s distanced and nuanced rendering of
the self, what I have been calling Zividenzizy, funcricns as counterpublicity thar pro-
vides pictures of pessible future relations of power, The self of disidentity is ultimate-
ly an impersonal self Following the lead of Paul Veyne, who discussed the self in
Foucault’s final writings as “a strategic possibility,” David Halperin suggests thar “To
practice a stylistics of the self ultimarely means to cultivate thar pare of oneself chat
leads beyond oneself, that transcends oneself: it is to elabarate the strategic possibili-
ties of what is the nost fmpersanal dimension of personal life—namely, the capacicy
to ‘realize oneself” by becoming cther than what one is.”2 Self enltivated in the work
of Gonzalez-Torres visualizes “the straegic possibilities of what is the most ingperson-
#l dimension of persanal life.” Furthermore, the impersonal self that s produced in
his oeuvre challenges the always already reductive self rhar is mass-produced in the
discourse of multiculturalism. Finally, this self, fashioned through scrategic disideni-
ficarions with dominant discourses on “selfness,” presents the potential to ulimately
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“culdivate that part of oneself that leads beyond oneself, that transcends oneself.” This
moment of transcendence is the moment in which counterpublics become imagin-
able; ir is a moment brimming with the possibility of transformarive politics.

Disidentification’s use-value is only accessible through the rransformative politics
that it enables subjecrs and groups ro imaginé. Counterpublics are not magically and
automatically realized through disidentifications, but they are suggested, rehearsed,
and articulated, Disidendficarions are straregies thar are called on by minoritarian
subjects throughcut their everyday life. The cultural productions and performances I
have considered in this book amplify and often explicate these everyday pracrices.
They offer a mictanarrative on disideutificadon that at once further acomizes and fur-
ther transmits these practices. This book is thus meant to complement this cultmural
work and further push the envelope. My desire is to perpetuare disidentification and
offer it as not only a hermeneutic but also as a possibility for freedom.



