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students at UC-Berkeley. As a senior fellow at the Society for the
Humanities at Cornell University in the fall of 1991, I gained invaluable
commentary on the project from faculty and students alike. I thank
_](')nathan Culler for supporting my research in various ways, including
his invitation to the Humanities Research Institute at the University of
California at Trvine in April of 1992
My students ar Johns Hopkins University have been invaluable inter-
locutors. And my colleagues at the Humanities Center at Johns Hopkins
University not only supported my research, but provided a rich, interdis-
ciplinary intellectual life for which T am most grateful.
This book is written in the memory of those friends and family | have
lost in recent years: my father, Dan Butler; my grandmother, Helen

Greenberger Lefkowich; my friends, Linda Singer and Kathy Natanson.
And it is written for the company of colleagues who inform, sustain, and
receive this labor, such as it is.

PREFACE

1 began writing this book by trying to consider the materiality of the body
only to find that the thought of materiality invariably moved me into
other domains. I tried to discipline myself to stay on the subject, but
found that T could not fix bodies as simple objects of thought. Not only
did bodies tend to indicate a world beyond themselves, bur this movement
beyond their own boundaries, 2 movement of boundary itself, appeared to
be quite central to what bodies “are.” 1 kept losing track of the subject. 1
proved resistant to discipline. Tnevitably, | began to consider that pethaps
this resistance to fixing the subject was essential to the marter at hand.

Sall doubeful, though, 1 reflected that this wavering might be the voca-
tional difficulty of those trained in philosophy, always at some distance
from corporeal matters, who try in that disembodied way to demarcate
bodily terrains: they invariably miss the body or, worse, write against it.
Sometimes they forget that “W But perhaps
there is now another difficulty after a generation of feminist writing.
which_tried, with varying degrees of success, tq_b“ring,the_femi.nine_b_@v__
into writing, to write the feminine proximately or directly, sometimes
without even the hint of a preposition or marker of linguistic distance
between the writing and the written. It may be onlv a question of learning
how to read those troubled transiations, but some of us nevertheless found
ourselves returning to pillage the Logos for its useful remains.

Theorizing from the ruins of the Logos invites the following question:
“What about the materiality of the body?” Actually, in the recent past, the
question was repeatedly formulated to me this way: “What about the mate-
riality of the body, Fudy?" 1 took it that the addition of “Judy” was an effort
to dislodge me from the more formal “Judith” and to recall me to a bodily
life tha could not be theorized away. There was a certain exasperation in
the delivery of that final diminutive, a certain patronizing quality which
(re)constituted me as an unruly child, one who needed to be broughe to
task, restored to that bedily being which is, after all, considered to be most



real, most pressing, most undeniable. Perhaps this was an effort to recall

me 10 an apparently evacuated femininity, the one that was constituted at

that moment in the mid-’50s when the figure of Judy Garland inadver-

tently produced a string of “Judys” whose later appropriations and derail-

ments could not have been predicted. Or perhaps someone forgot to teach

me “the facts of life”? Was I lost to my own imaginary musings as that viral
conversation was taking place? And if I persisted in this notion that bodies
were in some way constructed, perhaps I really thought that words alone
had the power to craft bodies from their own linguistic substance?

Couldn’t someone simply take me aside?

Matters have been made even worse, if not more remote, by the ques-
tions raised by the notion of gender performativity introduced in Gender
Trouble! For if I were to argue thar genders are performative, that could
mean that I thoughe thar one woke in the morning, perused the closet or
some more open space for the gender of choice, donned that gender for
the day, and then restored the garment to its place at night Such a willful
and instrumental subject, one who decides om its gender, is clearly nor its
gender from the start and fails to realize that its existence is already
decided 4y gender. Certainly, such a theory would restore a figure of a
choosing subjecr—humanist—ar the center of a project whose emphasis
on construction seems to be quite opposed to such a notion.

But if there is no subject who decides on its gender, and if, on the con-
trary, gender is part of what decides the subject, how might one formulate
a project that preserves gender practices as sites of critical agency? If gen-
der is constructed through relations of power and, specifically, normative
constraints that not only produce but also regulate various bodily beings,
how might agency be derived from this notion of gender as the effect of
productive constraine? If gender is not an artifice to be raken on or taken off
at will and, hence, not an effect of choice, how are we to understand the
constitutive and compelling status of gender norms withour falling into
the trap of cultural determinism? How precisely are we 1o understand the
ritualized repetition by which such norms produce and stabilize not only

the effects of gender but the materiality of sex? And can this repetition,
this rearticulation, also constitute the occasion for a critical reworking of
apparently constitutive gender norms?

To claim that the materiality of sex is constructed through a rimalized

repetition of norms is hardly a self-evident claim. Indeed, our customary

notions of “construction” seem to get in the way of understar.lding such a
claim. For surely bodies live and dic; eat and sleep; feel pain, pleasure;
endure illness and violence; and these “facts,” one might skeprically pro-
claim, cannot be dismissed as mere construction. 'Surcl'v thE‘.l‘:C must be
some kind of necessity that accompanies these pr.lr.nnr-y and 1rre.ﬁ|tal?le
experiences. And surely there is. But their irrefutability "T no w.a_v implies
what it might mean to affirm them and through what discursive rr_lear'ls].
Moreaver, why is it thar what is constructed is understood as an artificia
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and dispensable character? What are w ‘
which we would not be able to think, to live, to make _sense ar all, those

hich_have acquired fc } irty? Are certain constructions
which_have acquired for us.a kind-ofnecessiry?

of the body constirutive in this sense: that we could r:ot Spera.te ]:’lrho:r
them, that without them there would be no *1,” no ‘we ?fThm mgtitog
body as constructed demands a rethinking of the .me.amng 0 c.on;m'lc o
itself. And if certain constructions appear CONSTTULIVE, tha-t is, aw]a] thi
character of being that “without which” we could not th'mk at la- , \;re
might suggest that bodies only appear, only endure, only live within the
productive constraints of certain highly gendered reg‘ula.tor_v schern.as. N
Given this understanding of construction as constituave co.nstramt, isir
still possible 1o raise the critical question of how such constraints n(;:t oni
produce the domain of intelligible bodies, but produce as wf:ll.a nma};
of unthinkable, abject, unlivable bodies? This latter dom.am ;15 nzrlt e
opposite of the former, for oppositions are, afte-r all, part ofmteh :gfx i 1tyl,-
the latcer is the excluded and illegible domain that ha}m.ts t (.3 O;F‘e-
domain as the spectre of its own impossibility, the very limit to mfe 1g|;
bility, its constitutive outside. How, then, might o.ne alter the vcr_\dter‘m.
that.constitute the “necessary” domain of bod1e:< through rendering
unthinkable and unlivable another domain of bodies, those that do not
matter in the same way. . N
The discourse of “construction” that has for the most part c1rcul:1t'e in
feminist theory is perhaps not quite adequate t(.) [hi tasl: at hand. It is n:l‘
enough to argue that there is no prcdiscursive sex ‘that ?‘cts al-a t ;
stable point of reference on which, or in relacion to- which, the (:ud turd
construction of gender proceeds. To claim that sex is alrea(li‘y gen' clrc:
already constructed, is not yet to explain in Whl(':h way the. mau;r-m iy )
of sex is forcibly produced. Whar are the constraints by which bodies are.
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th and of bodies more generally, Wﬂ@f_ﬂfﬁmscdpﬁon
of cultural intelligibility? Which bodies come to matg@r_—_—,anh_xi;g:e.

Thimered,then, in part as a rethinking of some parts of Gender
Trouble that have ¢aused confusion, but also as an effort to think further
about the wortkings of heterosexual hegemony in the crafting of marters
sexual and political. As a critical rearticulation of various theoretical prac-
tices, including femirtist and queer studies, this text is not intended to be
programmatic. And yet, 25 an attempt to clarify my “intentions,” it appears
destined to produce a new set of misapprehensions. I hope thar they prove,

at lenst, to be productive ones.

R

INTRODUCTION

Why should our bodies end at the skin, or include ar best other
beings encapsulated by skin?
—Donna Haraway, A Manifesto for Cyborgs

If one really thinks abour the body as such, there is no possible our-
line of the body as such. There are thinkings of the systemaricicy of
the body, there are value codings of the body. The body, as such,

cannot be thought, and 1 certainly cannot approach ic
—Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “In a Word,”
interview with Ellen Rooney

There is no nature, only the effeces of narure: denaturalization or

naturalization,
—Jacques Derrida, Donner le Temps

._s_ghacu\wav to link the question of the_mareriality of the _bpfly_ o
the performativity of gender? And how does the category of “sex™ figure
within such a reladonship? Consider first that sexual difference is often
invoked as an issue of material differences. Sexual difference, however, is
never simply a function of material differences which are not in some way
both marked and formed by discursive practices. Further, to claim thar
sexual differences are indissociable from discursive demarcations is not
the same as claiming that discourse causes sexual difference. The catego-
ry of “sex” is, from the start, normative; it is what Foucault has called a
“regulatory ideal.” In this sense, then, “sex” not oply functions as anarm,
bur is part of a regulatory practice that produces the hodies it governs,
that is, whose regulatory force is made clear as a kind omve

power, the power to produce—demarcate, circulate, differentiate—the
bodies it controls. Thus, “sex” is a regulatory ideal whose materialization
is compelied, and this materialization takes place (or fails to take place)
through certain highly regulated practices. In other words, “sex” is an
ideal construct which is forcibly materialized through time. It is not a
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raphy and performance in her 1977 essay “Notes on the Tndex,” in which she
situares the two as different kinds of indexicality. As indexes, both labor ro
“substitute the registration of sheer physical presence for the more highly ar-
riculated language of aestheric conventipns.;’“ And yer, I would stress, in their
farlure to “go beyond” the conri/ngcn’c/y of aesthetic codes, both performance
and photography announce the stpplementariry of the index itself (there is no
original gesture roward which the index simply directs us). The presentation of
the self—in perﬁ)rmandn the photograph, film, or video—calls our the mu-
tual supplementarity of the body and the subject (the body, as material “ob-
d. seems to confirm the “presence” of the subject; the subject

ject” in the wi
gives the bodly its significance as "human”), as well as of performance or body
art and.the photographic document. The body art event needs the photograph
to coﬁrm its having happened; the photograph ueeds the body art event as an

ontological “anchor” of its mdexicality.5s

THE ONTOLOGY OF THE SUBJECT: THROUGH THE BODY/AGAIN

I read body art as dissolving the metaphysical idealism and the Cartesian sub-
ject (the artist as heroic bur disembodied genius, the transcendent “I" behind
the work of art) embedded in the conception of modernism hegemonic in
Europe and the United Stares in the postwar period. This Cartesian subject
has bad a long history in Western thought. René Descartes’s dualistic concep-
tion of a consciousness or cogito {disembodied and transcendent) opposed to
the brute object of the body dominated Enlightenment and then modernist
(ninereenth- and twenticth-century) ways of conceiving the subject. Predicated
on vision (the "I" of the subject was a disembodied “eye” turning all bodies
into objects), Cartesianism had a special force within artistic modernism, which
was first dominated by French artists and writers embedded in the Carcesian
tradition, then borrowed by the United States from France after World War IL
Descartes'’s dualism is highlighted in his famous comment, from the Disconrse on
Method, that “this me—rthat is, the soul by which I am what T am—is complerely
distinet from rhe body: and is even easier to know than is the body."5® Art his-
tory and criticism have long taken their direction from this conception—with
the eye/T of the artist closely paralleled by che eye/T of the art critic or histo-
rian, who takes her or his authoriry from a close identification with the tran-
scendent “vision” of the original creator.

Bue, as intellectual historian Martin Jay has supgested, 1 was precisely
this issue of the dualism of mind and body that motivared "twcn[icrh-ccntur}'
phenomenological critics of Cartesian perspectivalism like Heidegger and
Mcrlcau-Ponry [to] ... challenge his version of sight, and feminists ke Tvigaray
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[t0] ... condemn the gender bias of his philosophy."57 I ' would like to suggest,
ther, that it was the same assumption in arristjc modernism that, a least in
part, motivated body artists who, often drawing on phcnomenological models
of subjectivity (not to mention feminism), began to cnace their embodied sub-
jectivities in relation o audiences with this intersubjective exchange constirutive
of the work of arr. Working in concert with the major shifts in philosophical
thought and in the soctal realm, where the normative subject wag being pro-
foundly challenged by the various rights movemens, body arr dissolves the
Opposition informing the Cartesian conception of che self and, in so doing,
assists in dissolving the modernist subjecr.

In the very beginning of her 1971 article “Subjecr-Object Body Art,"
one of the major early discussions of body ar, Cindy Nemser quotes Merleau-
Ponty, substantiating the conceptual link between body art and phenomenology:

Qur body is not in space like things; it inhabits or haunts space. Ig
applies itself to space like a hand to an tnstrument, and when we
wish to move about we do not move the body as we move an objecr,
We transport it without instruments as if by magic, since it is ours
and because through it we have direct access to space. For us the
body is much more than an instrument or a mMeans; it is our expres-
sion in the world, the visible form of our intentions. Even our maost
secret affective maovements, those most deepf}' tied o the humaral
infrastructure, help to shape our perception of rhings.-‘8

Body art, however, does not illustrate Mcrleau—Pont}'an conceptions of
the embodiment of the subject and theories of the decentered self that we are
now familiar with from poststructuralist rheory: rather, it rmacts or performs or
wistantiates the embodiment and intcrtwining of self and other.5 Body art is one
of the many manifestations or articulations of this contingency or reciprociry
of the subject that we now recognize as postmodern. The trajectory linking
French theories of subjcctiviry and signification—with the phcnumcnological
artack on Cartesianism ]cading into whar we now call poststructuralism—ro
bod}' art is complex, but worth examining here at feast in part. These links con-
firm the usefulness of exp[ormg body arc rhrough a phmomcnological and
feminist framework, as ali three phenomena are nterrelated in their compulsion
to dissolve and/or interrogate the modernist subjecr.

In 1959 the US. sociologist Erving Goffman published a book entitled
The Presentanon of Self Everyday Life, which discusses the self as a performanee in
relation to others, a negotiation involving complex intersubjective cues and be-
haviors. The self, Goffman argues,
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does not derive from its possessor, but from the whole scene of his
action. . . . A correctly staped and performed scene leads the audi-
ence to impute a self to a performed character, bur this imputarion—
this self—is a product of a scene that comes off, and is not a cause of
it. The self, then, as a performed character, is not an organic thing
that has a specific location . . . it is a dramauic effect arising diffusely
from a scene thac is presented.®

Drawing from the work of sociologists, cultural theorists, and psychoanalysts,
and from rhe existential phenomenological texts of Simone de Beauvoir and
Jean-Paul Sartre (which Goffman “Americanizes” in the direction of a rather
flac empiricism), Goffman’s book links together the theoretical exploration of
the self and the performative bodies of body art (especially in its U.S. manifes-
tations). In the 1960s, a number of artists in the United States read Goffman's
book, as well as some of the work of Merleau-Ponty. Goffman’s instrumentalized
version of French existentialist phenomenology along with Merleau-Ponty's
own writings, among other texts, provided a model for younger-generation
artists such as Vito Acconci who came of age after the heroic era of abstract ex-
pressionism, and within the explosive social changes in the 1960s.5! The philo-
sophical notion of the self as an embodied performance (a notion informed by
and conditioning the experience of shifts in the social and culrural realms) was
expanded and developed through body art’s radical opening up of the struc-
tures of artistic production and reception. Body art enacted the activist, particu-
larized body of the rights movements—the intersubjective, performative self of
phenomenology—within che structures of art making and reception.

The performarive self, whose meaning and significance is not inherent
or rranscendent but derived “from the whole scene of his action,” dramatically
overturns the Cartesian self of modernism, which construes the body not as
enacting the self bur as a brute object or hollow vessel given meaning only
through the animating force of the consciousness thar presumably can thus
transcend 1t.%2 The lived body, Merleau-Ponty observed in his 1945 Pheromenology
of Perception, is not discrete from the mind as vessel but is, in fact, the “expressive
space” by which we experience the world. Unlike other objects in the world, the
body cannor be though as separate from the self, nor does it signify or “express
the modalities of existence in the way thar soripes indicate rank, or a house-
number a house: the sign here does not only convey its significance, it is filled
with ic."63

Phenomenology interprets and produces the self as embodied, perfor-
mative, and intersubjective—the critique of Cartesianism thus also involves a
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Hegehan dimension as the French }"]1(‘]101]1L‘n()lngl‘\ff\ theorized a sell that was
both embodied but also articulared 1 relation to 2 sell/ather master/slave
dialectic. Not incidentally, in fact, Alexandre Kojeve had lectured on Hegelina
series ol 19308 semmars in Paris to Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurce I\Icrlc.m-l’nnr}‘.
and lacques Lacan This conception of an intersubjective, embuodied subject
contingent on her or his athers | the masrer dvﬁnmg the slave and vice versa has
been expanded upon and radicalized by poststructuralism and feminism as well
as, T am arguing, by body arc. Thus, the intellectua trajecrory of phenomenaol-
ogy (especially from France) and a feminist poststrucruralism, both of which
articulate an explicitly anti-Cartesian theory of the subject, underlies and n-
torims my ateempt to rethink body art and move it out of its consignment 1o
cssentialist oblivion.ts

In the 19408 and 1g950s, it was Mcrlcnu-Ponr}' and Lacan who most vig-
orously began to theorize (through philosophy and psychoanalysis - the splir-
ting or dissolving of the Cartesian subject. Mcrlmtlnpnm}"s observations abour
the contingency and reciprocity of the self/ocher, and his emphatic critique of
vision-oriented theories that polarize subicct/ubjcct relations, seem ro relare
closely to Goffman's paradigm but go far beyond its instrumental—more
Sartrean and ngidly oppositional—dimensions: “The behavior of another ex-
presses a certain manner of existing before stgnifying a certain manner of
thinking. And when this behavior is addressed W me. as may happen in da-
logue, and seizes upon my thoughrs in order to respond o them ... T am then
drawn mto a coexistense of which T am nor the unique consttuent and which
founds the phenomenon of social nature as pereeprual experience founds that
of physical nature, "o

]\‘icr]c.-m-l)nm'\"_s‘ anttempiricisn and s insistence on the fully embod-
ied nature of mtersubjecriviey enables him to conceptualize intersubjectivity as
imbricated racher than oppositional as in Sartre’s existentialist model | as inter-
subjective and embedded rather than simphistically staged i a diserete socul
CIvIramment per Goffman 7 While Sartre sustains in his phvunnu‘nnh\gi:.l]
wark a more strctly Hegelun view of sell’Zother relations 1 structured by
conlliet, f\'1c1‘|c.nl~[’nl1ty postts the seli’/other as reciprocal: nor i the sense of
l'iM.'l”.lIl['lg positianalinies bur m terms of somdtaneonc subject /ubjectficanion—
one s abwavs already otk at the same e And Mcr]mu-]’nm'\"r: MSISECNEE O e
bodment and on gomg hevond vision-ariented madels of oI and other Jiller-
entiate his work from Lacan’s theories of sell’ at Jeast I the lateer have been
popularized m contemporary cultural discourse i the Umited States where, o
noted, the subyeet 1 staged through a disembodied—if pavehicatly mvested—

sense of vision that produces her/him as mage S Merleau-Pantes wrirmgs
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seem singulacly interesting in relation to body art in that they articulate an
understanding of incersubjectivity as dramacically intercorporeai: as embodicd as
well as contingent.

Furthermore, although he views sexuality as a universal phenomenon
rather than one with asymmetrical effeets, Merleau-Ponty understands the fully
sexual nature of the body/subject: its saturarion with an eroticism that instan-
tiates the merging of the active, cognitive being with the sexual body. A body
is perceived (and perceives irself through its relationship to others) as sexual
through and through. Merleau-Ponty's theory of intersubjectiviry becomes even
less instrumental in his later work, moving away from the lingering idealism of
Phenomenclogy of Perception (which POSIts an eroticism existing a prioti to the sub-
jeer)* vo theorize a chiasmic interewining of self and other. His "The Chiasm—
The Interewining,” published posthumously in 1964, is especially rich in rela-
tion to body are. In this text, Merleau-Ponty embeds vision in touch, touch in
vision, and their chiasmic crossing is the Hesh of the world/che body fiself: dif-
ferentiating modes of vision {color and visibles) is a tissue that is “not a thing
but a possibility, a latency, and a flesh of things.” The chiasmus is the “doubled
and crossed situating of the visible in the tangible and of the tangible in the
visible,” and cthe flesh of the visible indicares the carnal being—at once subjective
and objecrified.” There is a “reciprocal insertion and intertwining” of the see-
ing body in the visible body: we are both subject and object simultaneously, and
our “Hesh” merges with cthe fesh thar is the world. There is no limit or bound-
ary between the body and the world since the world i Slesh™! (Mendieca's Sileta
pieces, which turn the earth itself into fHesh and vice versa, seem to instantiate
Merleau-Ponty's observation.)

The relation to the self, the relation to the world, the relation to the
other: all are constituted through a reversibifity of secing and being seen, perceiv-
ing and being perceived, and this entails a reciprocity and contingency for the
subject(s) in the world (with Mendicta's body made reversible in two directions:
back to its culeural and personal siting, through Santeria and goddess rituals;
and forward to our situation, through our embodied expertence and conceprual
incorpomtion of it). The body/sclf 15 simultnneously both subject and object;
in the experience of dialogue (or, in our case, the production and reception of
works of art), the rwo subjects involved (art maker, art interpreter) “are collab-
orators for each other in consummare reciprocity.” 7

Through the notion of Hesh—a hinge or two-sided boundary (that is
also parc of the things ir separatcs) marking “being’s reversibility" 7 —Merleau-
Ponty theorizes the intercelatedness of both mind and body (the embodiedness
of the self ; and the reciprocity and contingency of the body/self on the other.
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This s what Lacan, 1n a formulatton thar derives its theoretical force from
linguistics and Freudian psychoanalysis bur also, as is often not recognized in
US. art discourse, from phenomenology, deseribes as the phrnemenology of the
transference by which the seli” is located in the other: “What 1 seek in speech is
the response of the other. What constitutes me as subject is my question. . . . |
identify myself in language, bur only by losing mysclf in it like an object.”™
Lacan redeploys Hegel's master/slave in terms of a metaphorics of desire, as
articulated through language; in Kojéve’s words, "all human, anthropogenctic
Desire—the Desire that generates Self-Consciousness, the human reality—is,
finally, a function of the desire for ‘recognition’” by an other, marking the con-
tingency of self-consciousness, of the “master” on the “slave In Lacan's terms,
“it 18 in seeing a whole chain come into play at the level of the desire of the
Other that the subject’s desire is constitured.”™

But, while the bod)-/ self is inexorably sexual in Merleau-Ponty's for-
mulation, and while he acknowledges (with a distane glance toward the master/
slave dialectic) the asymmetry of the reversibility of perceprion, like Lacan he
theorizes the sexual subject/object from an implicitly masculine point of view.
A number of feminist philosophers have reworked Merleau-Ponty's formu-
lation through the lens of sexual difference, acknowledging the gendered configu-
ration of the asymmetrical master/slave aspect of the subject/object relations
in Western patriarchy.” Thus, Judith Butler pinpoines Merleau-Ponty's ten-
dency, in the carlier work, to theorize self/other relations in terms thae impli-
cate without theorizing gender asymmetry.”” And Luce Irigaray plays against
Merleau-Ponty's blindness to gender by inserting the “marernal-feminine” into
his language: the flesh is feminized as "a maternal, maternalizing flesh, repro-
duction . . . placental tissue.”¥

But it 1s Simonc de Beauvoir, friend and colleaguc of Merleau-Ponty,
lover of Sartre, who was the first to expose the gendered specificity of the
self/other relation in her 1949 opus The Second Sex.7 Beauvoir's book was the
first to expand the general critique of the Cartesian subject of modernism and
to interrogate it as having an exclusionary, masculinist dimension. Beauvoir's
book begins a radical particularization of the phenomenological theory of a
subject still {in the 1940s) largely assumed ro be “universal” Here, the dialectic
between the self and other outlined by Sartre (and more subtly cransformed by
Merleau-Ponty and Lacan) is reworked with an awareness of the mapping of
power through gender in partriarchy. Sartre’s existentialist argument, in Being and
Nothingness, that the subject has the capacity to project himself inro transcen-
dence (the pour-soi} our of the fundamental immancnce of the en-soi, is rercad by
Beauvoir as a privileged potentiality open only to male subjects in patriarchy.
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Smring dcarly her al]cgfance o an “existenrialist ethics,” Beauvoir goes on to
specify its different applications for women subjects;

Every subject plays his part as such specifically through exploits or I
Projects that serve as a mode of transcendence; he achieves liberry
only through a continual reaching our toward other liberties. There ,

is no justification for present existence orher than jis expansion into
an indcﬁnirely open furure, Every time transcendence falls back into
immanence, there s a degradation of cxistence inro che en-sof——the
brucish life of subjection 1o given conditions—and of liberty into
constraint and contingence. . . . Every individual concerned to jus-
tify his existence foels that his exisrence volves an undefined need
to transcend himself, (o engage in ﬁ:cely chosen projects. . . . Now,
what peculiarly sipnalizes the situarion of woman js thag she—a free
and auronomous being like all human Creatures—nevertheless finds
hersclf living in a world where men compel her to assume the stacys
of the Other, They propose to stabilize her a5 object and to doom
her to immanence since her transcendence is to be overshadowed
and forever transcended by another €go . . . which is essencial and
sovereign,. 30

culine project of disemboditnent by which men transcend their bodjes by pro-
Jecting their otherness (their immanence, their contingent corporeality) onto
women ! Ultimarely, Beauvoir's rgument, especially as extended by feminist
poststructuralists such as Buler, extends phcnomcnology's critique of Carte-
stanism but also interrogates its sex-blind models of self/other (as well as the
male-centered paradigm of Lacan’s model of sexual difference 82 by exposing
such projections as Satled attempts to secure coherent selthood on the part of
male subjects in patriarchy. As Butler argues, the fact thar the “Other" is, in fact,
his alienated self “establishes the essentia] interdependence of the disembodied
‘man’ and the corporeally determined ‘woman’ His disembodiment js only pos-
sible on the condition thar women occupy their bodies as their essential and
enslaving identities 83

Luce Irigaray, a one-tjme student and subsequent incellecrua] adversary
of Lacan’s, explores this dynamic ar great lengch in her 1974 book Specucdum of the
Other Woman, in which she remarks that “man” cxiles himself “cver furcher (to-
ward) where the grearest power lies |, [becoming] the ‘sun’ if it is around him
that chings turn, . | Meanwhile . . ‘she’ {as Mother Earth] also rurns upon her-
self . [knowing] how to re-turn (upon herself) bur noc how to seck outside
for tdentity within the other.”$t The immanence of women s, as Mendiea’s
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work enacts, their conflation with the statie, unr:hnnging “carch,” which can
only revolve around the “rranscendent” sun/man/God. This idmlogical struc-
ture is necessary for the maintenance of the idea thar the subject as self (a2 mas-
culine prerogative) is coherent and beyond “earthly" intervention or reproach.
Mendicta'’s Sideta picces, like Irigaray’s subtle, poctic arguments, exposc the fact
that, precisely because of rhis Prejection of immanence upon the female, the
‘masculine) subject ( Mendieta’s inrcrprcn‘r?) is nlwa)'s/alrmdy carthbound, i-
plicated in chas which he attempts ro survey through his distanced, “transcen-
dent” gaze.

To this end, in her book on the splic subjecr of postmodernism, Carolyn
Dean argues that the mode] of the decentered self that U, scholars know pri-
marily from Lacan 18, in facr, a dc‘.xcriprinn of the ﬁ'ﬂgmenration of the male
subject in lare capitalism. Lacan’s mode] of the sell” sitvaces it as constructed
rhmugh A mistecognirion, rhrnugh the mirrored reflection of the self~as-coherent,
of “the truth abeur the real ﬁngmcntmion. helplessness, and lack that defines
human idcn[it)'."“ij [Dean suggests thar ir was our of 2 spectfic erists in male au-
thm‘ny m the post—World War | penod thar such q mode] of loge coherence
wias construcred: i1 was only the male subject, after all s Beauvoir poinred
out , who had ever had access to thys mythical coherence in the first place.
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[ Yean's abservation would translare meerestingly to the crists of mas-
culnnts durmg the pose=World War IT period, with che general caleural anxiety
abow conformiy and the growing recogninon thar the  anplicatly male®
cubyjedt was 1ot full-withm-lnmselt bue, indeed, articulated in relacion to others
on whom he mav or may norbe able to depend tor remioremg lus appearance
of “coherent” masculiniey. * As Barbara Lhrenreich has pomred our, David
Riesman’s imtluential sncm]uglm[ :;lud)'. published 10 1950 as The Lonely Crowd. 1
suedy ot the Changing e Character, deseribes a shitt in masculine subjecriviey
v Trom the sell=contained, authorimative “imner-direceed” man crelatively
“;immune e the <. nodgings of peers” ) toward an “other-directed” character,
wha, rather than standing aall agamnse social pressures, finds himself adapting
his tastes and behavior to those of the people around him. The “other-
Jirected” man s the ultimare conformist, and, as Ehrenreich notes, Riesman's
bonk “remforced the average gray fannel rebel’s gnawing pereeption that con-
fornuty, notwithstanding the psychologists’ preseriptions, meant o kind of
emasculation.™” Ehrenreich’s observations highlight the way in which philo-
sophical explorations have u polirical and social dimension (the phenomeno-
logreal and nascent poststructuralist eritiques of the Careesian stibject dovetail-
g with the collapse of this [masculine] subject as identified in negative terms
by inteliectuals such as Riesman). As T will explore in chapeer 2, this conflu-
ence of discourses cerrainly marks an exacerbation ot the crisis in masculinity
noted by Dean as having occurred after World War | and in the post—World
War I pcriud.

The (masculine) subjecr thus became increasingly decentered and
“other-directed” from the 1950s into the 196os, when this dislocacion became far
more dramatic and often even self-consciously performed (as in body art pro-
jects or Andy Warhols flamboyant self-construction on che stage of public life).
Part of this decentering, as Riesman inadvertently highlighes and as Lacan and
Merleau-Poney explicitly oudine withour fully opening up its gendered implica-
tions, entailed a rechinking ot the (masculine) self as both other-direceed and
also fundamenally narcissistie (feminized and/or homosexualized). Thus, for
Lacan as well as Mereau-Ponty, the timplicitly male) subject JTeMpts to co-
here lumself in the eyes of the other, but in this move paradoxically enacrs the
subject in terms of himself: in Merleao-Panty’s terms, “since the seer is caughe
up in what he sees, ot is still himself he sees: there is a fundamental narcissisim
ol all visran=* Lacans now well known model of the nurror stage—in which
the subjeer “coheres™ in relation to 2 misrecognized image of his own unity as
lm‘iy/iln.lgc/nc“‘ sieuating hum alwars already as an “other” to himselt —

comerdes with Merleau-Poney's observatons _as well as wich Beauvoir's i its

us
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.'wknnwlcdgmcm of the simultancous contingency of self on other and the {un-
damental narcissism of° this relation. It js the unage (of the self-as-other
through which the subject secks to know herselt” or himself bur fails, sticcumb-
g to self-alienation ( “the toral form of the body . .. is given to hnn only ... in
an exteriority™), and through which the subject attemprs 1o cohere itself bur
can only do so ar the price of bccoming other ¥ Subjccti\'ir)'—ns we understand
it 1n the postmodern condition—is periormed in relation to an other vel is
paradoxica[]y entirely narcissistic. In irs "ntlwr—dircctcdn(‘ss," it opens itself”
dangcruusl)' to the other, bur always in an atrempt to rethink jeself

In this way, winle Ricsman's other-directed man is viewed with some
trepidation because he js open to the other, he is also deseribed and examined
entirely in relation to br’msdf (and is thus necessarily viewed as hm‘rifyingly
emasculated).% The potenuially felicitous effeces of his openness to the other
are never explored in terms of whar i might mean for women or ather "others”
While the other-directed subject and the narcissistic {by definition, sell-
oriented ) one may seem opposed, in facr they are different ways of defining the
same—and spr:ciﬁcally, in the eyes of 1g50s culture, cmascu]ated——subjccr.
Calling the subject narcissistic might thus be another way of opening out how
body art works in terms of a phcnomcnologica] conceptton of subjcctivir}' as
“other-directed™ (reciprocal and incerewined with the other).

BODY ART AND THE “CULTURE OF NARCISSISH”

46

Not incidentally, bady are, especially in its feminist varieties, has frequently
been condemned (and occasionally exalved) for ics marctssism, I discuss the par-
ticular alignment of narcissism wich feminist body art in chapter 4. Here, rather
than accepring the conventional negative connotarions that acerue o this cerm,
I'want to open up this narcissism as manifested in body arr (through a fixation
on performmg the self ) for jrs potenually radical implications. As 1 haye sug-
gested, narcissism—rthe explorarion of and fxation on the sclf——r’m’,\omfvﬁ' leads
to an exploration of and implication m the other: the sell turny itsell inside
OUt, as It were, Projecting its internal structures of identilication and desire out-
ward. Thus, narcissism interconnects the internal and external sell as well as the
self and the other,

Narcissism intersects with the politicization of personal Life that was
SO cmpowering to femimists in the Jare 1960s and carly 1g50s. For the majority of
ferunists from chs period, for wham the clarion eall was “the personal s po-
liical” and for whom activism was olten a central part of their agenda, 11 way
crucial o embody che female subject publicly in order o politicize her personal

experiences. The enacted body/self s explicitly political and social in that it
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apens out onto otherness and the world in general; in phenomenological
terms, this body/sell” performs itself through its own particular social situa-
uon. Womens partcular social sicuation eneailed narcissism., Since women are
always already ineerpellated in patriarchal culture as embodied objects wha are,
paradovically, at the same time nareissistic (i.c., self-involved or subectified ), the
overt expression ot women’s fully embodied, desiring experiences and (nareis-
sistte ) self-involvement was seen as the surese way to repudiate the objecrifi-
cavon of women and to politicize personal experience. Women began to act
narcissistically (thar is, began to speak cheir personal coneerns in the public
domain) im order to proclaim their needs and particularicies as subjeces !

Lea Vergine, ecstatic supporter of body art, explores the fundamental
relaionship between body are and narcissistm in her important 1974 catalog If
corpo come lingiaggio | L ‘body-art'e storie simili):

Narassus projects himself outside of himself in order to be able 1o
love what is inside of himself, . . Projection expels an internal men-
ace that has been creared by the pressure of an incolerable impulse
and thus it is transformed into an external menace that can be more
castly handled. The artises shift cheir problem from the subject o
the object, or from the nside to the outside. . . . The consensus of
the spectator 1s essential if che artist is o find ‘confirmation’ in
his work, The work is the artist and his narcissism [is] no longer
mvested in an art objece bur allowed to explode within his own
body.”

The narcissism enacted by body artists is fundamentally intersubjective and
highlights the psychic dynamic by which self/artist/artwork is consrituted in
relation to other/interpreter (and vice versa). Liche, in the Bodyworks catalog,
also focused on the narcissistic dimension of bady art, arguing thar “body-
works™ are linked o the “tradition of the cult of the self” in art.?

Bur why would artists turn to themselves at precisely the moment
when the fundamental fragmentation of these “selves” was becoming increas-
ingly manifest {a fragmentation particularly dramatic in relation to the increas-
myg challenges leveled ac the normative male subject through the various rights
movements und economic and geopolitical shifts ) Different subjects have had
ditferent relationships to chis fragmentation of the subject, and body art pro-
Jects can be seen varously as enacting and so exacerbating che fragmentation of
the normarive subject of modernism {the “rranscendent” white male who pro-
Jeets his ummanence onta wonen, people of color, the colanized, the poor’; or,

I some cases and contexts, as attempring to reverse the effeces of this fragmen-
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tanon™ As T wil] explore in the chapters on Acconc and Wilke, precisely be-
cause of the asymumetry of their rclarionship to the coherent, Carresian subject
of modernism {the modernist artistic genius ), we tend o view the men and the
women body artists from the oos and 19708 as h;lvmg approached the prob-
fematic of imcrsubjcn:tivit}' from vastly different positions. For feminises | cse
pecially whice ﬁ‘minisrs},"5 who were {ar more daring than were the men in
exposing their narcissism (in particular through cheir unveiled and explicitly
sexualized bodies), there was much to be gained in che exacerbation of the
breakdown of the “inncr-dirccred” (malc) subject, the opening of the self to
the other. Male body artists often produced works thac equivocated the open-
ing of their bodies/sclves to otherness {Acconci is unusual in his Narcissistic
sell-exposure to the other); far more commonly, they refused to acknowlcdgu
their “other-directed” narcissism, either throuph irony or authoritativencss re-
inforcing the veiling of the male artist thar has conventionally ensurcd his align-
ment with the “phallus” of artistic authoriry. %

Narcissism, enacted through body art, turns the subject inexorably and
paradoxically outward, For undcrsranding the vicissitudes of narcissism in rela-
tion ro body art, it is useful o explore the way in which narcissism opens out
the intersubjective dynamic. Narcissism can be understood as endemic to lare
capitalist commodity culture, which requires the “manufacture” of desire and
the simultancous turning outward of the self toward commodities and obscs-
sive sclf-absorption. in a "disturbance” of the oedipal structures by which sub-
jects {(and male subjects in particular) have long artempred 1o project them-
selves into coherent sclthood in Western patriarchy.%” On the one hand, this
disturbance has been viewed in a positive light by feminists and other theorists
interested in dccomposing the structure of the nuclear Elmily, with its atren-
dant privileging of the normative (white, male) subject as sign of transcendence
(keeper of the law). Lacan mapped this “disturbance” on a theoretical regiseer
by shifting the paternal law away from the actual father, who had anchored
Freud’s formularion of the postoedipal subject, to the social order (to the law of
rbr_fn.'b:r); other leftist crities of modern patriarchy, such as French theorists
Galles Deleuze and Félix Guarrari, have explicitly privileged the "dccoding" of
the ocdipal structure as a potentially revolutionnr)' Frccing of desire.9s

On the other hand, and not surprisingly, conservative cricics have
viewed this disturbance with alarm, as a marker of the anarchic dissolution of
the nuclear tamily and the authority and coherenee of (masculine) subjectivity
in lace capitalist Western culture, Cons:srcn[l}' with Riesman's tormulation,
Christopher Laseh’s best-selling 1979 book The Cudtire of Nareissism: Ameriean Life
u an Age of Duwnirshing Expectations extrapolates from the individual co the social,
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labeling the contemporary US. subject {(who is implicitly male) in terms that
align him negatively with immanence and emasculation. The narcissistic subject
of lare capitalism demands simmediate gratification and, like Riesman's “other-
directed” man, depends on others to validare his self-esteem (thus Lasch labels
as negative a quality thar [ am situating as positive in its radical effects: the nar-
aissist’s overt dependence on the other to negoriate his subjectivity in the world),
"The narcissist,” Lasch writes, drawing on the work of Goffman, “cannot iden-
tify with someone else wichour sceing the other as an extension of himselF"—
withour, he continues, "obliterating the other's identity.” Lasch makes this argu-
ment on the basis of his assumption thar the other has a stable identtry chat is
thus being obliterated by the narcissist’s specifically performative, but ultimacely
stabilizing, projections.” I am suggesting here, through Merleau-Ponty, that
such projection of the self is, rather, a marker of the tnstability of both self and
other (of their chiasmic intertwining} and that this, from the point of view of
those who have every stake in dislocating the mythological, transcendent self of
modernism, is a positive thing,

Affrming the social activism of the rights movements of the late 1g6os
and 1g970s, the critique of what Audre Lorde has called the “mythical norm” of
Western subjectivity (“white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and
financially secure™), body art plays out the narcissism that Lasch identifies nega-
tively with the postwar, late capiralist dissolution of paternal authority and the
nuclear family.!* Body art, following Judith Butler’s recent formulation, pro-
poses a performativity of subjectivity that situates the sexual self chrough a
“reireration of norms or set of norms”: particularly through the reiteration of the
uarcissistic relation chrough which the subject, in Lasch’s psychoanalytic terms,
projects itself into its own image as other.1”! Through this narcissistic self con-
ception (which thus always entails the other), as Rosalind Krauss has argued,
“[1]dentiry . . . is primally fused with identifications (a felt connection to some-
one else)."192 The fundamentally narcissistic imaginary by which the subject
constitutes itself, paradoxically in relation to others through a fixation on icself,
turus the subject inside ot (via a relation of reversibility), producing the body/
imago as the image of the other (hence its threat to conservative culture theo-
rises such as Lasch).103

Budler further theorizes that the reireration of norms, which compels
the subject eo sustain itself in relation to particular bodily standards chrough
specific identifications, also thus opens up the possibility for disidentifications.
Thus, while the heterosexual imperarive that still works to structure self/other
relations in Western late capitalism enables cerrain sexed idencifications and dis-

avows others, a refrerative narcissism, which exaggerates the scructures by which
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the <l Atempts and s ¢ coalesee i the ocdipal regime, may aceess lye
domain of alyrit hvmgs who otherwise form the outside 1o (he domain of 1)
subject. 100 Je Gy i domain of abject bemgs thay | belteve the s mieresiing
hnd}' ML Projects to by CNACHING: women g [ Provisiongl subjects, nyen who are
openly ambivalent in their rvl.uiunship to the phallus and particular iy spiie of
therr privileged masculinity, subjects who are otherwise por normarpvy,
']'hmugh the citation or reiteration of heterosexise and sexist codings
o men and women subjects, the NaTCIssistic body artis mstantiates what Butler
identifies as the always dovvaseye aspect of pcrﬁn-m.\m-ily: marking the ficr tha
the subject 1s never f'u”J\' coherent in hey o his imcntinnalir)z This Lnck of cop-
tamy i the projection of imcmit.mnlr'[)' 18, o course, what enalbes my critical
Interventions in these pracuces in terms of ) 1990s dislocation of the Very con-
ceprion of gender chat underfies such work, Thmugh the reiterarjon of norms
(such as Mendieta’s retteration of the Jink berween narure and the bodies of
women and “primitive,” “Third World” subjects), Bueler argues, “sex is borh
produced and destabilized " 10s The sexed, raced, classed bodjes of body art per-
formers figure into this Narcissiseic regime in complicated and provocacive ays;
especially for feiningse bod}' artists, the ACCISSISTIC reiteration of the nude or
partially nude female body exacerbates ro the point of absurdity the Wesrern
hixation on the fomale body as object of 4 masculine “paze” (1t 1s the VeTY nar-
cissism of such performances thar take this body back from such alignmenty
and link it to the contingent bur acrrve subjectivity of the wWoman artise ).
Rather than Brechtian distanciation, body are PIOposes proxumry: as a cp-
tigue cxp]oring rather chan r‘cpudi.\ting the seductions of late capitalism through
specific bodies thar force the Spectator’s own Narcissiseie self~containmen o}
account (through fis reversibilityY for the “olyep” of the artist as the ATHISE ac-
counts for her or hiy Inrerprecers by performing specific bodies that force the
mterpreter o ;1cknowlm1gc her or his implication in dctcrmining the meanings
ol the artist/work of arr. This proximiry, the loss of distance between self and
other thar feminists such as Mary Relly and Grisclda Pollock have argued has
served patriarchy] modernism . and maodernist art hismr)" sowell, also parallel,
and exacerbates the collapse of the distinetion between public - the puale realm
of c.\'ch.mgr values and private  the female domam of yse values  that ehage-
ienizes are capitalism, and the collapse of the distinction between self and
other thy R resman and Lasch Lameng 1o As ] stiggest here vy Mendieta and e
plore in relation (o Hannah W lke', wark in chapter 4 it 1. po accrdent, then,
that emms lmd}' arnsts and artises of color—witly their v.\'plicilly sextialized
and spectiically encultaped performances of (herr embodied subjectivitres— e

perhaps the mose abviaushy successful i CIRIIEIIE NArCISsiam 1o radical ends
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e erms T huave Lad out here © even thev callapse the disenerion between
wlwect and abject i a w. ay that s anathema o Brechian-ornented femmises such
1 kel and Pollogck,

Femmists have had much 1o gan from the narcisste m]].lpac ol the
Poundaries between self and other. the distncoons berween the public and the
privale, the Jilference berween the sngmlim' and signilied usvlf-.'['hmugh the nar-
st constiiution of the selll as Lacan maps " The Mirror Stage” we
can e how the alenateen thae many have sdenulied as constitative of the post-
modern condiion s marked as fundamental to the human condicion sueh thar,
1~ Krauss stares e “Notes on the Indes, Part 1" “identity self-delmition 1
prnm]l\ Tused with idenubicacions  a felt connecuon ro someone else . Sueh a
recogmien has the potental of overthrowing the paternal funetion, with s
stake m mamtaning dhe illaston of an untouchable transcendence vather than a

fantasy Forever bound up in the corporeal immanence of the ather. In this w ay,
Schocemann’s, Kusama’s, and Mendien's narcissiste, corporeal displavs can be
seen s climing the immanenee and incersubjective contingeney of alf subjects
1o well an the particular oppressive lustory of women's bodies/subjects ) in
white, Western patriarchy.

Because of body art’s expesie of the conringency of the performing
selfy the narcissistic focus on the sell” by body artists—including the male
.nn.s‘[shfh.lrd]y conlirms in any simple way the heroic genius and “rranscen-
dence™ - of the artistic subject; nor does 1t align with the rather simphstic,
[ooaely Preudian usages of the notion of narcissism as a regressive inabiliey ro
a0 bevond self-relations o object-relations (an mability to artain “normal”
.|du[rhuud which Freud fiest identified with the “pathology™ of homosexaal-
iy 1 Body are splincers rather than coheres the selfs far from ssuring some
pu.-.mnl coherence ol the self, body wrt enacts narcissism  as contingency.
Schneemann’s, Kusamas, and Mendieta's externalizanon of their “lack” both
aposes the masculinism and Anglocentrism ol the coherent sell” and ironicize.
the immanence projected onto women in patriarchy, While they might well be
awcused, per the Brechuian antiessentalism of 1g80s feminist art discourse, of
narersisteally prajecting their lmd,\'f'sv.‘li~ through an assumed, 1dealist concep-
tion ol the Temale body as conveying the crath of female expertence, they might
st as well be seen as radically opening that expertence to the mudupheny off
meetsubjectivaty through therr performance of the flesk ol the world.

Ihe poststeucturalise and femmise diseussion of the destalilization of
the sulyject m postmodernsm, the contingency ol the sell” on the other, the
micrconnectednes. of lmd} Aselt and the matertality of the body as subject can

Lo seen a desaibme aset of conditions that botl evplan retroactnely and
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metnte precede the effeets ol body art. Such Tormulavions make cendent whas
modernism has labored 1o conceal: the fundamental narcissism of the sell” and
the contingency of this narcissistic sell” on 1t others. Within art discourse, the
goal has been o align the art historian or eritie with the artist as ostensibly re-
Aected in the work of art and (o cohere the art historian's sense ol authoriry
and sense of sell” through identification with the creative other, whose wdentity
must be decorporealized—made anscendental—and fixed through masculin-
ized and heterosexualized (not 1o mention imperialist and Anglo) tropes of ge-
nius and mastery. The mediated nature of” the narcissistic hod)'/sclf recognized
by poststructuralism and leminism and played out in body art projects com-
plicates this goal, pointing not only 1o the dissolution of the nuclear tamily,
stace authority, and the general authority of the paternal function {or Lorde’s
“mythical norm” of subjectivity) in late capitalism but also to the dissolurion
of epistemological certainty within disciplines such as art histor)'.

Attending to the body of the artist (the body as enactment of the self )—
as the body artists encourage us to do—is a way of peinting out the ahistorical
nature of the traming enterprise of conventional aesthetic nterpretation, which
works to climinace that body in any but its most reduced, objectified forms,!vs
Once the body in representation is returned to the bady in production and
linked—through interprerive desire—to the bodies of reception, history and
sociality retcurn. The cnacument of the artistic body {particularly that of the usu-
ally objectified female artist) enables the circulation of desire among subjects of’
making and viewing. This circulation of desire s historically and socially spe-
cific: while the subject of making is situated within particular relations of pro-
duction that inform her or his products in various ways, cach subject of viewing
nterprets the body arr work in a manner specific to her or his particular desires,
which in turn have developed in relation to her or his psychic and social con-
texts. Two embodied socialities and subjectivities come into contact . phe-
nomenological rerms, into “being” ) chrough the body art work,

As T will explore in che following chapter, the body/seli” Jackson
Pollock provides a pivotal point of contact for both modernist, and postmaod-
ernists, serving as an ambwvalent higure of both regimes, While modernists such
as Clement Greenberg verl Pollock's narcissism ( and their own  to conhrm him
as a unihied source of di\':m‘])' nspired inwnriuna]uy, INCIpIent postmodernists
such as Happemings performer and theonst Allan Kaprow claim Pollock’s per-
lln‘nmllx'lty apenly, emphasizing his hedy m 1ty public display as ceneral 1o the
transformavion of the art project nto an open-ended process rather than a
set of "mute” products that can be made (o speak thew rue meanmgs only by

privileged specialists through authoritative struceures of mnterpretation.



