SEXUAL HYBRIDS

EFrom Oriental Exotic to Postcoloninl Grotesque

LAURA U. MARKS

What happens when “ochers,” whose far-
away exoticism has chrilled white people,
arrive within Norcth American borders —
when, in other words, the colonial sicuacion
becomes postcolonial ?

In the shifting power relacions of our
postcolonial times, interloping sexual cul-
tures are croding norms in the sexual nation
ot North America. Policically powerful en-
tities — idencified as “the nacion.” “the Weste,”
“white,” etc. — dehne chemselves through
exclusion. The fact of their existence must
appear neutral, natural, timeless, and in-
contestable. Such identities are naturalized
by denving any historical connection wich
others, defining ochers as the opposite of
rhemselves. Sexuality is a prime arena in
which chis process of identificacion chrough
exclusion rakes place. Certain sexual con-
ventions are taken for granted as part of be-
ing Western, middle-class, and white; these
include those surrounding masculinity and
femininicy, heterosexuality, procreative sex,
and genetic selection. Ocher forms of sexu-
ality are relegared o exceptions, which define
—ina tcillating, never-ending, and rigged
contest — the norms.

Buc as Freud told us, our libidinal orga-
nizations are not at all inevicable, in fact
quite arbitrary. There 75 no normal sexuality.
All sexual expression is neurotic — it's just
that some of these neuroses (such as those of
men who have extramarical affairs or women
who are attracted to blonds) are more accepe-
able in our culture. If genital-centered, het-
erosexual, procreative sex is the norm, it is
one builc on an edifice of convention that,
though it has proven durable over the cen-
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turies, 1s nevertheless endlessly in need of

shoring up. The process of coming up with
an wdencity, sexual and ocherwise, is a con-
stant struggle, and chere is always che threat
of failure. Hence the need to set up notions
of sexual deviance, to reassure oneself that
one’s sexuality is relacively normal.

A similar process of exclusion, "Orien-
talism,” describes che way colonizing na-
tions (or the first world) construct an idea
of their colonies (or the chird world). Orien-
talism is a way of consolidating the identity
and power of the West by constructing the
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so-called East as an object of Western knowl:
edue, a place chat is both chreateningly other
and reassuringly comprehensible.’ Yer a
well as a form of knowledge, Orientalism i
a form of desire. It reflects the colonizer’s si-
multaneous fear of and fascination with the
objects of cultural difference. This combina-
tion of distrust and longing is, of course.
heavily charged with sexuality. Ever since
there began to be an idea of “the West,"
Western representations have stereotyped,
fetishized, and appropriated “Oriental” sex-
uality. These images are, ultimately, a dark



mirror, which speaks to the Wese only ubout
itself and che exclusive idencities it is so ca-
ger to retain,

This article will look ac a handful of videos
that, by putting forward alternacive sexual
representations in the context ol postcolo-
nial culture, are in a position to disconnect
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the entire uneasy constellation of “race,” nu-

vonalism, and sexuality. The characeers i
these ilms and capes, women and men exiled
or emigrated to North America, may resise
North American sexual conventions by per-
severing in their original culcure’s forms of
sexual expression. Or they may attempt to
make local conventions of sex and sexualicy
their own. Since many of these conventions
were predicated on the subjugation and ob-
jectification of colonized people, eicher che
individual or the convention must change in
the process.

Disruptions ac che sexual level can create
a licele breaching space for ditterent torms
of sexualicy and ditterent ways of thinking
of sexual experience. But above all, like a
decoder key, they chreaten to undo the whole
-l[)l‘('llr.llll ¢ ool ||.I|l”'.|l|l('\\ .Illll i \'Il.ll)llll)
upon which Weseern culeural and political
norms rest. This can only be an ongoing
struggle, because in che anxiety to maintain
a coherent identicy, che nation will work hard
to contain and neutralize chese disruprions.

The formidable projece of deconscruce-
ing North American sexual norms is not
something chat can be accomplished by sim-
ply theorizing a “better” sexual politics wich
which to replace chem. Desire will nor re-
spond to leceures. The films and capes | have
chosen to talk abouc are sexy, pleasurable
ones that work by engaging desire, racher
than atcempring to reform ic. To use an “ori-
ental” metaphor, this process is like the mar-
tial art arkdn: you do not fight your oppo-
nenc’s energy bucalign ic wich yours - and
betore chey know it, your opponent is flac
on the Hoor. Teis only to the degree dhae the
films and tapes reclaim sexual pleasure on
their own terms, chat cheir characters be-
come sexual subjeces racher chan passive ob-
jeces, chat chey succeed. Conversely, when a
il eries to meet desire with words rather
than engage ic, che lesson Lails, ac boch che
erotic and che policical level.

Thue Fluttering Objects o] Desire (1992)
is a multi-channel installacion by Shu Lea
Cheang based on twenty shorr video picces
by women, mostly women of colour, about
their interracial sexual relationships. By rep-
resencing chose relationships from within,
Cheang writes in gallery notes, they combar
the fantasized, one-sided stories of Holly-
wood lilms; “we rejece being labelled “ex-
otic" and actempe to re-define the term “erot-
1c.”" The installation secks to replace an
object of desire thar is obscure — a tetish ob-
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ject, to be contained, invesriy
finally known — wich a Hluccering objecr,
one that is changeable, polymorphous, and
resistant.

In che gallery space ar Exic Art, seven Tv
monitors were suspended, in a graceful arc,
from the ceiling. In front of cach was a stool
and a coin-operated telephone on a pedestal.
It’s a cross between a peep show and 900-
number paid sex. The viewer, armed wich a
roll of quarcers, inserts one and dials *1-
900-DESIRES” to get the tape loop going.
Once it’s on, you can watch the hour-long
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tape uninterrupeedly, or use che touch-con
phone to randomly swicch channels. To d.
the laceer is, ideally, to wilor che voyeuris
tic experience to your individual desire.
found myself francically channel surfing ¢
try to keepan crotic edge to the experience
abandoning images thac didn't *do ic” fo
me, or perversely swicching to an unknow
spot on the tape just when the viewing ex
perience had become particularly luxurious
Even though neicher [ nor anyone clse wa
masturbating in the gallery, the viewing pat
terns thac Those Fluttering Objects encourage:
i me were the same as pornography's meth
ods of provoking and prolonging arousal.

Cheang's video formac emphasizes ch
peep-show feel. Each woman shot her im
ages using astationary camera, bue was abl
to manipulace che framing wich a remot
control. The resulting video images were re
processed to appear like a verical film serip
The framed images look like self-portrait
inan instant photo booth; che fr;lmiﬂg give
asense of froncalicy and intimacy thac in
creases the viewer's feeling of voyeurism.

However one ends up watching che in
stallacion, the impetus to keep putting coin
in the phone combines the fear of losing
one's hard-on with feminise indignacion -
because when your money runs oue, the im
age thae replaces che tape loop is of a man
naked, hairy, white buttocks, pumping awa:
as though tucking someone/ching not visi
ble to che camera. [t is as though che wome:
who were on the screen a moment before
engaged in che tencative process of escab
lishing some sort of sexual subjecthood, ar
rudely returned to the status of object in re
lacion to an anonymous, white, male viewer
However, che process chac would nacuraliz
him as viewer is ieselt rupeured. We're be
hind him, as it were, and though we don’
see what he sees we see him looking/we se
him fucking. So even as che moment wher
our quarcer runs out shows how tentacive
the exploration of ocher sexualities, return
ing us to the stace in which che hegemont
gaze atfording sexual pleasure is the whit
man’s, still chat gaze no longer appears in
cvitable and invisible. We see him, and he
doesn’t see us seeing him. What a feeling o
power to put another quarter in the machinc
and gec his bute off the screen.

Some of the segments take advancage o
Cheang’s framing technique to crop the im-
ages provocatively, so that a good part of the
sensual pleasure is purely visual. In Adrienc
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in a kitchen show the two women’s bodies
just from breast to thigh level, scanily clad
in white bustiers. Voice-overs discuss the
difference between yams and sweet pota-
toes, a confusion that encapsulates the cul-
tural differences that complicate a black/
white American relacionship. The two kinds
of tubers, they also suggest, represent the
values African Americans place on different
skin tones. The kicchen eees hoe: black hand
grabs white bur; big chighs press together;
and a scrolling recipe for “sweer porato pic
and yam jam” advises us to take “handfuls
of flour, a tasce of honey™ and “scir, bear,
poke, knead.” The very composition of chese
shots generalizes sensualicy throughout the
frame, comparing body parts and vegerables
a4 way that erocicizes both.
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Another scgment thae explores che sen-
suality of framing is Gloria Miguel's remi-
niscences of a visit to her family on San Blas
island, crying to reconcile her Indian iden-
ticy with having moved norch and married
1 Jewish man. As Miguel's throaty voice
reads from her twenty-year-old diaries. the
amera she operares explores her face in close-
1Ps so intimace as to be almost unrecogniz-
ible. Large parcs of the diaries have been
zrossed out, it seems, shortly after she wrote
“hem, and the sense of loss is agonizing in
ontrast to the richness of the fragments that
~vere left — like "I have beads, beads on my
vrist. [ went swimming. | watched them
lance." Her pleasure in and longing for San
3las, and for cthe men of her culture, bubble
hrough her own self-censorship. The close-
ips of Miguel's beauriful, deeply furrowed
ace and dark, wer eyes become like a land-
cape, as though to substiture for photo-

raphs of the island she left behind. It is as
hough by leaving her culture for whice
Jorth American culture, Miguel has sac-
ficed a language for her sensuality and must
xpress it by displacing it onto the land-
-ape, or in significanc silences. “Still wait-
18 for some sort of fulfillment . . . tried,
ot hard enough. Why is it that it isn't easy
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“Let’'s miscegenare,” a fragmencary cicle
in Mary Ann Toman’s tape says, as the cam-
cra caresses her naked and pregnant body.
Toman’s close-up framing transforms her
pregnant hgure into forms boch abserace and
visceral, completely different from shot to
shot. She eroticizes her pregnancy, glorying
in the face chae che life moving inside her
came from sex, a "double erotic fuck gife”
By sexualizing the processes of conceprion,
waiting, and wondering how her mixed-
race Cancastan-Asin child will look, Toman
makes uncertainey into an erotic possibilicy.
The “vertiginous womb™ holds a “perfece
question”; che tumescene belly becomes an
“X-rated yearning zone.”

Those Fluttering Obyects is full of sexual
pairings and practices that seem inappro-
PrIdte, eXCessIve — urotesque: yam thighs,
pregnancy, a Korean-Black couple eating
Howers, a “Miss Saigon” poster projected on
a Viernamese woman's naked body. I'd like
to take a detour into che meaning of “gro-
tesque” to show how deep are the intercon-
nections beeween desire and exclusion, sex-
ual expression and colonization. Broadly
speaking, che grotesque is the otherness chat
a closed and classical form - a body, a cul-
rure — must repress in order to CONSTICUCE (f-
self. The grotesque body confrones the clas-
sical body with all that it wishes to forger
about — excrement and blood, pregnancy and
age, anything chac suggeses thac che body
mighc become something ocher than ic is. In
pre-Enlightenment Europe, Peter Scallybrass
and Allon White write, it had been possi-
ble to give expression to the communicy's
‘other,” openly and communally, through
the contained madness of carnival * In chac
pre-Lenten celebration all sores of behaviour
that was beyond the pale of everyday soci-
ey, from (l'().\.\-‘|l'('\\|n‘u o cursing ac pricsts,
became permissible for a day. Such overt
transgression, however, was unacceprable to
the growing European bourgeoisie, which
used legal and other pressures o eradicare
or sanitize carnival.,

The making of che bourgeoisie was a
process of projecting what was unacceptable
in its culeure onto ochers. [deally, the prod-
uct of chis series of projections and displace-
ments would be a neucral, contencless citi-
zen, the universal norm againsc which all
others vary. The shifting location of the gro-
tesque during che colonial period followed
the same erade routes as che vicissitudes of
forbidden desire — one to the other classes
and ultimately the colonies, one to che in-
ner reaches of the self. Stallybrass and White
note that the bourgeois rejection of carnival
in the nineteenth century was marked by “a
compensatory plundering of ethnographic
material . . . from colonized culcures.” As

the unclean carnivalesque was eliminated
from European life, it was moved furcher
away, so thac “primitives” and the colonized
came to embody the opposite of European
bourgeois culture.

Yet ac the same time, in repressing carni-
val’s conventional outlet, the bourgeoisie
made itself suscepeible to unexpecced and
uncontrollable eruprions of the grotesque.
What was socially repressed returned at an
individual level. "Disgust,” Stallybrass and
White write, “always bears che imprint of
desire.™ Thus, if it is not somehow contained,
sexual contact wich “foreign” culture is es-
pecially likely co produce che grotesque, o
denacuralize all chac bourgeois Westerners
hold as self-evidenc. Where we find the gro-
tesque, there is a social tension about to spin
out of control.

It is important to recognize cthat “trans-
gression” is not necessarily politically pro-
gressive. Like the tradicion of carnival, it
can be a way to poinr to difference in order
to contain it, to isolace what is threatening
by making a spectacle of it. In che age of
Benetcon, che neurral citizen of che West
can flirc wich difference wich impunity. By
throwing together elements of ocher cul-
rures, we can experiment safely wich the
forcign bodies chat threaten our separace
identity. Think of slumming; or postmod-
ernist pastiche. The challenge is co trans-
gress in a way chat reveals how the very re-
pression thac constituted che identity of the
colonized, also made possible che separate
identity of che colonizer. Then the borders
lose their definition, and che ocher erupts
right ac che hearc of home.

[na segment of Those Fluttering Obyects of
Desire by Yong Soon Min, who is of Korean
descent, and Allan de Souza, who is of [ndian
descene, the theoretical underpinnings of
Cheang'’s project are more explicit. In unison
voice-over the two declare: “Our union is a
tale of discovering amid displacemenc . . . .
We revolve and evolve within a sea of signs
and metaphors, of allusions and illusions."
Accompanying shots of the rwo lovers, sepa-
rated by rolls of barbed wire, the words allude
to che colonial histories that have brought
them to the U.s., and to the need to overcome
stigma that have shaped “Asians” from wich-
out and to remake themselves from wichin.
They show how the term “Asian" already
encompasses a mulcicude of differences:
“Your yellow body. Our brown eyes. Your
brown body. Our black hair." Wichin che
dark frames of the video strip the lovers en-
act a healing ritual, for which the text js like
a litany. She puts makeup on his face, and

. they speak of overcoming the bounds of

masculine and feminine, of coming to a
power of their own definition “where once
the occupier sought to emasculate us”; they



embrace, and voices chane, “From the ashen
lands of the past, together we scek new rer-
ritories which as yet are unnamed, making
a map for each other to follow.”

When all cthe video monicors in the in-
stallacion of Those Fluttering Objects of Destre
are playing ac once, and usually ac different
points on the tape loop, the resule is a chrill-
ing visual hubbub, as the many artises end-
lessly (or as long as the quarters keep com-
ing) tell che stories of cheir unique desires.
Their competing voices and images come
together in a great multiplicity even as chey
destroy a grand unity, the unity of the Norch
American sexual nation. The sighe could be
a metaphor for a cheory of nation building
that Homi K. Bhabha has claborated. Bhabha
sees the construction of nacional identicy as
a twotold process. On one hand, nacional
wdentity is created chrough official ceachings
and histories, laws, national anchems, and
sechmented cuscoms. Sanctioned sexual rep-
resentations would find a place among chese.
On che other hand, Bhabha wrices, che peo-
ple themselves carry out the continual pro-
cess of inscribing che nation. One would hope
(if one were nationalistic) chat cheir many
ndividual performances would reiterace whae
they learned from che grand narracives, chus
reinscribing che nation as it is at present:
“The scraps, patches, and rags of daily Life
must be repeatedly turned inco the signs of
a nacional culeure, while che very ace of the
trrative ]\('l'li)l'llmm 8 nll(('r]\(_'”.l(cs dLLTOW-
g aircle of nacional subyeces.”

However, beeween the otheral and the lo-
cal processes of narracing che nation, we can
see thae there is detinicely a weak link 10
the process of national idencicy building
When people turn che scraps of cheir daily
lite inco che tabric of national culture, vou
can be sure char some of the ofticial objeces
of nacional teachings will become denatu-
ralized. Like Scallybrass and Whice's cul-
tural grotesque, Bhabha's postcolonial sub-
ject threatens to burst chrough che torms
thac would concain it, redehning che nation
through his or her own daily pertormances.
As we have seen, sexualicy is the realm of
culture especially susceprible co chis Trojan-
horse phenomenon. Thus in che process of
sexual destabilizacion, che very foundacions
of nacional self-definicion are rocked as well
This, chen, is che appeal of che unruly sex-
ual citizens in Those Fluttering Objects of De-
sre. Cheang appropriaces a form ol hege-
monic sexual expression, the peep-show
formac, and makes it speak wich many dif-
ferent, non-hegemonic voices.

Burt appropriacion alone is perilously apt
to slide over into uncritical mimicry. This
isa problem in some of the segments of
Cheang’s video installacion. [ believe it is
because some of the artists do not become

the sabyecty ot the torms chey have taken
over, but stimply upend chem and use them
as soapboxes. To be w Trojan horse you have
to get o the thing yvou're subverting. Some
of the SCEMUENCS dre SO cone erned o cover all
the bases of racial and sexual politics, while
still reining a sexual edge, thae chey sat-
isty none of chese goals. Especially given the
ineimitce access to the audience thae the cele-
phone tormac attords, che bese use of this
medium s not to lecrare, The seements
thae succeed in croticizing politics and ac

the same cime policicizing sex are the ones
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thar tuke the assignment lighelyv: chese are
the ones chae cranstorm che voycariscc for-
mac inco a cruly participacory space,

In a different way, Richard Fung's 1986
videotape Chinee Chorcrers explores che dif-
ference betwern APPrOPTLatn g G nuanseream
porn ﬁ)l’lﬂ‘.l[ .m«l (r.ln\!(lrlmll; IC. l‘llll;_:\ Gpe
works with two sets of clichéd imagery: an
“Oriental” misc-cn-scene of e muosi .
cool ponds, and astetully ofi=ceneer shots of
cherry blossoms, willow trees and nagno-
lass and clips trom gay porn feacuring blond
and bronzed young men. The tape takes
both sets of imagery on journeys: one is the
journey of Chinese mychical explorer Wai
Jin to find che source of the Yellow River:
the other is for Fung's semi-fictional gay
Asian protagonists to find images that speak
to them of cheir desires.

In a series of interviews, gay men of Asian
backgrounds talk to the camera about the
pleasure of first Aindine gav pornocraphv.

images thae allowed chem o identify wick
the desiring gaze. For che firse cime they
tound cheir sexuality affirmed. Bur, they ex-
plain, these images they found to identify
with were invariably of white men. Thus ir
trying to express themselves as gay, they
had to express themselves as whice. One
tells how his lovers are surprised cthac he
drops his Malavsian accene when he talk:
dirty — he learned ic from gay white porn
Another man tells how "1 moved mysel
closer and closer to the image the Gw mag-
aznes are selling” - taking on che dress seyle
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the walk, the requisite Lody (1 starced go-
my to the gym™), and all che other aceribuces
that come with mnseream gay images, in
order to be found atcractive by ocher men.
Pornography, in shore, alchough inicially
Liberatory for chese men, became normacive.,
With wseraighe face, Fung plays back an ar-
ray of racist stercorypes as chey scruccure
our heroes” unsatishving encounrers: “Are
vou d torergn scudenc?”™; 71 was once sca-
troned n Singapore™ "You're so genele™:
“You've got a nice cock = tor an Oriental

These lines touch on stercotypes of Asian
male sexuality chat Fung explores in his ar-
ticle “Looking for My Penis: The Eroticized
Asian in Gay Video Porn.™ In che few Norch
American gay pornographic videos that do
employ Asian actors, he finds, the Asian men
are feminized, desireless, and invariably che
passive sexual objects of white men.

The gay Asian viewer is not constructed as sexual

subieet in anv of this work = not on rhe sereen nor s 2



viewer. Lmay tind [the Asin actor] Sum Yung M.ahn

accracoive, [ may desire his body, bue | am always aware
thae he is not meant tor me. | muay luse afeer [the Can-
castan actor] Eric Seryker and imagine myselt as the
Astan who is having sex wich him, bur the role the
Asian plays in the scene with him is demeaning

The frustration of a desire without an ol-
ject — or withour a pleasing object — plays
out in the images on monitors behind the in-

terviewees. These alternace between bits of

the "Chinese” garden that began the tape
and shocs of an Asian man masturbating
alone witch simple props — a cock ring, a sock,
underwear. The “Oriental landscape” scenes
—shor, I suspect, in a Toronto park — frame
the man in a sexuality-as-nacure cliché. The
cumulative effect of the masturbation scenes.
especially in the concext of the crowded or-
gies in the commercial porn clips, is iso-
lated and depressing: there is no image for
the masturbating man’s desire.

Just as the women of colour in Cheang's
installation must displace the white male in
order to become subjects of their desire, so
Fung's characters must push aside the hege-
monic gay spectator, who is also whire.
Thus in another stracegy, Fung's clever porn
montages try to force gay white porn to ad-
mit Asian men as sexual protagonists and
viewing subjects. His Chinese character,
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dressed up for cruising, heads for the park.
As he walks inco the woods and begins to
undress, Fung’s crosscucting makes the
bearded white hero from a gay porn video
seem to advance toward him, undoing his
jeans. Superimposed on the video image,
his back to us, our man beckons invitingly
to the bearded fellow — chey come face to face
— the white man bends down — and chere
the encounter must scop. Mainscream porn
can only be pushed so far before che Asian
viewer must again make himself conform to
the image.

Fung’s solution in cthis rape seems to be
to turn away from the white-cencered nar-
ratives ol conventional porn alcogecher. In
a final scene, a voice-over reads a porn fan-
casy, familiar buc altered — “Everyone was
asleep on the plane. I was bored. Suddenly
my phone rang. ‘Hey Li, it's Caprain Leung.
Remember [ said, if chere's anyching I can do
to make your flight more comforeable . . . 7™
— while, in a long shot, we see two Asian
men kissing in the "Chinese” garden. Mean-
while, at the end of the voyage of Wai Jin,
the source of the Yellow River turns ourt to
be the Milky Way.

The men frolicking in the porn videos of-

Chinese Characters are not only white burt in-
variably young, achletic, handsome by Hol-
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the agendas for Asian gay men are uniqu
insofar as they respond to parcicular hiscc
ries of oppression, still a frustracion like ch:
of the Asian protagonists can be felr by an
number of North American gay men wh
do not see themselves in the picture. Thi
points to a mission that Fung's character |
well placed to carry out, the mission to de
naturalize gay sexuality. Faced itself witl
invisibility from the vantage point of th
dominant culture, gay culture has scruc
tured itself quite self-consciously aroun
certain signifiers of gay identicy and desir
ability. Yet paradoxically, once these sig
nifiers have been established they becom:
nacuralized, so chat a man will incernaliz
cereain standards of accractiveness to oche
gay men, including che standard of whice
ness. Fung made chis tape in 1986 his work
is an important part of a movement to mul
tiply and denaturalize gay, as well as echnic
imagery.

Fung’s characters, like some of the artiscs
characters in Those Fluttering Objects of Desire
exemplify Bhabha's notion of the postcolo-
nial object who, by resisting comprehensior
or containment, threatens to become a sub-
lect. Anocher is the protagonist of Sally'
Beauty Spor (1990) by Helen Lee, a fast-paced,
high-theory film chat explicicly challenges
letishistic and colonialisc forms of represen-
tation and acknowledges Homi Bhabha
among the ending credirs. Sally, Lee’s con-
temporary protagonist/narrator, struggles
with the figure of a fetishized “Oriencal”
woman, the eponymous characcer of the
American 1950 B movie The World of Suzie
Wong. This movie, about the relacionship be-
tween an American painter living in Hong
Kong and a Chinese prostitute who models
for him, rehearses all che clichés chac Sally
must confront. Throughout the film dialogue
berween painter and model overlaps images
of Sally trying to get rid of a black mole on
her breast. She anxiously scrubs at the spot
in the shower; she tries to cover it with
makeup. She frets about it to a friend, who
reassures her thac she is beauciful in ocher
(typically “Oriental”) ways: “Your skin is so
smooth. And your hair, so silky and black.”

“Beauty spots” are prized on white skin.
There, these localized melanomas are a sorc
of contained grotesque, erotic because they
suggest corruption. Sally's anxiety suggests,
however, that they are less desirable in some-
one who is not-white, who is sullied to be-
gin with.

A complex series of crosscuts sets up the
parallels between the fetishistic love affair
in Suzie Wong and the contemporary version.
Sally gets a haircut, and she reports to her
friend chat her boyfriend, a white Canadian
man, “said he liked it — still shiny and black.
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what?” A scene from the movie gives us che
answer: Suzie Wong, wearing a smarc West-
ern dress and hat, primps and admires her-
self as she waits expectantly tor her Ameri-
can boyfriend. But when he arrives he flics
into a rage — “Take chac terrible dress off!
You look like a cheap European serecewalker”
Clearly the "European” is what gers him.
Suzie Wong's exotic Oriental IMage over-
whelms che face chae his consore is an ordj-
nary prostitute, but when she blurs che oue-
lines of her exortic stereotype by weiring
Western dress, the American feels chreac-
ened. She reminds him chae cheir relation s
the sordid one familiar o him from “home"
she dares to impose her own desiring sub-
jectiviey on his ideal image. In Bhabha's rerm .
Suzie Wong becomes a hybrid (like her
name), reinvesting the images of boch pros-
acuce and Oriencal wich discomfiting con-
tent. In Lee’s parallel, Sally's boyfriend, in
desiring Sully’s long hair, shows his need for
astereotypical Asian woman — feminine.
submissive, and cradicional. Her haircue em-
phasizes the difference becween his desires
and her subjectiviry.

.'\S [hL' ”]()“l.l‘L'L' i(_'k]LlL'flLl' concinues,
sally’s friend asks, "Have vou considered
aving it surgically removed?,” while che
ninter concinues to shoue ar Suzie Wony,
Why don't you put a ring in vour nose too””
fe strips her and pushes her onco the bed.

Xhecher minor surgery and nose rings are

elf-mutilation, or jusc ways to take ¢ harge
f your lite and your looks, depends upon
1ow you interpret che norion of naturalness.
lere the parallel underlines the American
ainter’s fury chac Suzie Wong mighc do
meching “unnacural” — char is, somethine
hat doesn’c tall wichin his tmage of whar
n Oriental woman should be like. It also
lludes to his tear of specifying their colo-
il relationship, since brass rings cradition-
lly signily slavery. By contrase, che friend’s
ference to surgery seems to refer to Sally’s
ar of the grotesque in herself. Sally sees
erself, through her bovtriend's eyes and
wough the lens of Norch American culcure
“which she is a parr, as other. The tempri-
on is to cut off che offending pare and o
ippress the difference she poses: more per-
cely to inhabit che stereocype.
Several times throughout the cape we see
sentence haltingly being typed on a type-
ater: "bl"; “blac”; “black™; “black i": “black is";
slack is b." That's as far as it gets, as though
stress how difficule ic is for Sally, the nar-
tor, to accepc her black beaury spoc? Or
:thaps the sentence never gecs finished be-
wse ic turns out to be irrelevant — suggested
hen three overlapping voices, of Sally, her
iend, and a white man, read this sentence
om Bhabha's essay “The Orher Question"):

Lhey wiil always « oncerve ol ditferene Cas

that becween the preconstitited poles of

black and white.” As they speak we see Sally’s
painted lips in close-up, then a black man's
lips, slowly smiling. [)u‘.x\'[f\gl‘\; the scene
i which che American paineer strips Suzie
Wong ot her Weseern « lothes rushes by,
plaved upside down and b Kwards, return-
ing her to che hybrid identicy she desired
that so chreacened her whire lover. Sally
crosses over to the black mun, and wy Kiss
The bottle of makeup she used co cover her
beauey spot falls to che Hoor, and the skin-
coloured ™ liquid spills.

Moving bevond “rthe pades ol black and
whice,” Sally embuarks on u sexual relation-
ship chac is noc buile on 4 Western Oriencal

dyad. At the same cime, inscead of

WeIny
herselt as che object of anocher's erotic zuze,
she takes her desire inco her own hands

[ have been arguing char che sexual ex-
periences of postcolonial subjects can enalsle
acrnitque of Western culeure, | ow ever, this
15 not ac all to suguese thac there was more
sexual frecdom “back home.” On the . on-
trary, when someone who is a4 culeural hvbrid
takes desire inco her own hands, her CXe-
rience can also destabilize the sexual ulture
from which she came. A dramacic example
(TYS8S),
This experimencal video trac es the relanion-

18 Mona Hatoum's Mesvwre of IR

ship berween Hutoum, o Pulestinian-born
woman living in Vancouver, and her mocher

ho s now in Lebanon, The tmagery ol Ve

W

veres of Distance consises encirely of photo-
graphs ot Hatoum's mocher's naked bady.
These were taken several vears betore che
tape was made, che last cime Huroum vis-
teed her tamily. The images becin as derails
from these photographs, enlarued o il the
screen, and gradually che scale is reduced un-
til we recognize chae chey arc of a woman,
with ample breases, limbs and belly, baching.
Ac tirse, chough, che shoes are so abstrce thute
cthey look more ke landscapes than like o
body - the mocher's oody is contlated wich
the land, wich home. The imawes are pitr-
cially obscured by che Arabic s ript of lec-
ters from mocher to daveheer, whicl, looks
like a barbed wire fence, making areturn
home impossible

On the sound crack is the liehe, desul -
tory conversation between che two women
in Arabic, punctuated by Lwgheer. Over this,
Hatoum reads her mocher's leceers, crans-
lating chem inco English. It becomes clear
thac cheir conversations on thac long-ago
visit were about sexuality, and chac che lec-
ters are as well. The texr of che lecters s all
about how much her mother enjoyed che
intimate conversacions that Hatoum, as a
Western-educated woman, was able to ini-
tiate. This could not have happened wich-

out Hatoum being enough of an outsider ro

observe things thar would have LOone unng-
ticed. The “"measure of distance” 15 the de-
gree to which Hatoum can assert her simi-
larity to her mocher, while at the same time
making strange che old contexe of home.
Hatoum's mocher admics that some of
the questions her daugheer asks never oc-
curred to her. The immediacy and unself-
conscrousness of the images of che mocher's
body contrases serikingly wich che lecrers’
tone of mixed eagerness and dithdence. She
s both delighted and discomficed to be asked
all chese incimare questions — [ have en-
joyed chinking about che questions you ask
e, even rlum.uh some ol them m.(kc me un-
comfortable.” As they continue we realize

that her sexuality is being constructed differ-

AT PARMAR NUESEEOS TN Freey
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ently chrough chese conversations wich her
Weseernized daugheer. From chis perspective,
things thac she had taken tor granced be-
come objeces of investigation. She responds
to her daugheer’s recollection of whar she
said when the girl began menstruacing —
"At least you only have to chink abour it once
a monch. Men have to shave every day.” —
with new irony. | suppose that was a strange
thing to say, buc I didn't know you took it
50 hard that you'd remember it to this day.

[ wias tusr revine ro rhone o Al (R



meerim, e seems. Haroum has diseove red
that sexual ditference o onsists in entirely
other things, She alse urge her daugheer to
Jet married You need ro have some fun
Lite's noc all hard work.” - assuming rlhae

MECAT tor sexustl o

Bue the man porne to which FHatoum s

mother recuarns 4 eun and azaim 1y the plea-
sure of ctheir conve rsations and therr phoro
session in the shower, ond her husband’s hier
ind angry reaction when he discovered the m
ogether. “Your father seems to think chut
nly he should see me naked” she says. A

hough. as she ys, her husband considers

neir exchanges “silly women's ralk.)” he gy
cill jealous. One gathers he fiels thac his pa-
riarchal righe in the family is being eroded.
hat his wife is enjoying an incimacy with
heir daugheer thae should be reserved tor
1m alone. Again and again she implores
facoum not to breache 4 word of their con-
ersacions co her facher. The conseraines of
1e traditional culcure prevenced her from
nking abourt herself in these ways, made
er think of her body as belonging to her
usband rather than to herself. Thus it is
aly in interactions with her Westernized

PARArD
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daughrer.who has learned o ditterene vocals-

ary with which o express these things,

that the mother dis wers - an faer, con-

r erown sexualiey. Hoatoum's hy-
bt identire here servees rocringue che sex
tal culenee of Araly Wamen o parcicolag

alestin women livine i o <tle i Leba

on. I lataom postcolonal sexual experi-

ence thus Changees ol tmaee of her home

’,i“lll'(} denarural s Inu \\i‘..lf Wwere « (ll]\ll{

s there as much s the liar-

et '/)c\f‘“:.
{ ".".' e (. atcher tmn : AWPZAT /;( el

aceers an Thae Iy, tterin s ()
\/'u»/ ‘](,
Ve

Fhe tinal work | want ro look ar shows
oW sexial narional denacuralization it
mdeed work boeh wivs Pracibha Parmar's
bl KD (1991 ) 15 1 do umencary abour
South Asian gays and lesbians in India, Eng-
land and Canada. Lk other Alms from San-
kota, the workshop on Britain's Channel 4
thae Parmug f»('lnﬂ_u\ to, Khush presents ics
faces i lush and crotic 1zed mise-en-scene.
Interviews abour che harsh confluence of
racism and homophobia are set againse rich,
jewel-like backgrounds and interspersed
with opulene sexual tableauy. Parmar's
camera recurns again and again to painced

Ny \I't

mandalas char are accually seylized vaginas
and clitorises. and ro sevhized encouncers be-
rween vounyg lovers meer ng behind carved
‘.\'mhf!.‘ll sereens,

The people who speak in K consei-
frrea e beeween worlds, o rie rhae, hike o
river delea carving oue islands. promises to
evencually redefine che contours ot those
worlds. Like Fung's protagonise, they scrug-
ele to hive a sexualicy sanctioned by the West,

bueto cransform char sexualijcy by passing
it through che filcer of their expertence as
Asians. Those who live in Vancouver, To-
ronto or London tell how solidaricty wich
their echnic communities, in the face of dis-
comimacion and hacred, had o rake prece-
dence over their sexual identicy. The com-
municy s insularity procects them — as long
as they conform to traditional expectarions,
including marriage. One lesbian tells how
she worked herself inco the “schizophrenia”
uh‘nl]fcmpl.lting marriage as a cover: “\We'd
work out some kind of deal. He'd have his
girlfriends and I'd have mine.”

While chey cannot affirm their sexuality
in their echnic communities, £hush (Hindi
for “happy,” slang for homosexual) people
discover that they have to sacrifice their cul-
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lesbian and gay communities. “We have to
have one identity ac a time,” one woman re-
alizes. The white queer community, she finds,
either doesn't recognize Asians or dismisses
them as not political. Or they are fecishized
- "You're an exotic Oriencal.”

Khush tells how people who are caughe
between communities that cannot acknowl-
edge them in fullness of cheir idencicy —
communities of echnicity, sexuality, and
class — break down those communicies’ bor-
ders. Not having a community to return o,
they create a hybrid. In a steamy gay/lesbian
nigheclub, people in saris and baseball caps
dance to bhangra, a mix of regge, hip-hop
and Indian pop. Their very presence at che
margins makes the centers wobble. Not be-
longing in any nation, they have che diffi-
cule task of carving a place for chemselves.
Far from being a separate niche, the place
they carve out reveals the histories of exclu-
sions cthac allowed che separate nacions to
come into existence in the first place.

For example, a young and eager woman

tells how she came out in a white lesbian-
separacist contexe. While she was able fi-
nally o live her sexuality, che communicy
“never answered my quescions about India,
global issues, mulcinational corporations,
etc.” Bur going back to Delhi, after her (/..
education, did not restore some sort of au-
thencicity chac was lacking in her Western
experiences. Instead she found char che In-
dian craditions of homosexualicy have been
effaced by years of colonialism. Strangely,
Khush suggests, the more “Westernized™ 1n-
dians are, the less homosexuality is sanc-
tioned. As cemple archicecture shows, ho-
mocroticism has an honoured place in Indian
tradition and Hindu religion. Bur che sa-
cred sculprures of amorous same-sex couples
were defaced and decapitaced by British col-
onizers, intenc in recasting as a sin whac was
an integral aspect of Indian culture. Mod-
ern homophobia is, in many ways, a prod-
uct of colonialism. Interestingly, che hitpde
subculeure, a para-religious community of
transvestites/eunuchs, remains buc ic is us-
soctated wich a lower class cthan chac of the
Western-educated, bourgeois, urban gays
ind lesbians of £hush. It may be chis chat
one man refers to when he says that there are
hundreds of chousands of gay people in In-
Jia, but thac the caste system remains pow-
erful enough char gay people of differenc
lasses do not mix. Just as khush people in-
crude global policics inco Western lesbian
feminism, 50 do chey bring a Western notion
sfa gay communicy char crosses traditional
lndian class scructures.

l In the process, one might think a West-

:m notion of whac it means to be gay will
:'?lonizc Indian notions of sexuality. Buc

VAR WOERS LO SULBLECSL UL Padiar s come-
munity is also redefining homosexuality, by
borrowing tradicional Hindu erotic imagery
to transform their Western-learned sexual
consciousness. At several poines in che film
aman in an elaborace, polka-doceed phallus
coscume dances seductively. His significance
is unclear to a white Wescern viewer like
myself who is unfamiliar wich Hindu iconog-
raphy. However, his very unfamiliaricy sug-
gests thae chere are sexualitics that crans-
form all che culeures chac produced chem,
coming up with a new hybrid char resiscs
assimilation. The dancer is not illuscracing
buc actually performing those sexualities, cre-
ating significance where chere was none.
Elsewhere, rwo women lounge syburicically
on cushions, in front of an old bluck-and-
white Bombay musical projected on che wall
in which about a hundred women dance
and blow crumpets. Here too che meanings
are ambiguous. The women, rather than
lend cheir eroticism to che camera, scem ab-
sorbed in each ocher. [t is che dancing women
behind chem who seem to proclaim cheir
sexuality as chey, i turn, are reclamed as
an army of £huvh.

The desire thae underpins the conseruc-
tion of che West and ies Oriencalist exclu-
sion of che ocher 1y ulomacely whae will undo
them. As postcolonial subjects ask ques-
tions of the dominane culcure, they reveal
the tears and longings thac conscruceed chem
as ies binary complements. They do not juse
nsert cheir culeure in che place of cthe dom-

inant one, burt cricicize the closed identity of

culeure in che firse place. Wich sexual cul-
ture, chis means noc substicuting one form
of sexism or definition of sexuality for another
but secing boch in reliet. As Eve Kosotsky
Sedgwick suggescs, just because you've de-
conscructed a binary term doesn't mean
you've loosened up a free play of infinice
meanings: " A deconscructive underscanding
of these binarisms makes it possible to iden-
tify chem as sices thac are peculiarly densely
charged with lasting pocencials for power-
tul manipulacion.™ It is cerrifyingly casy to
substitute new fetishes and ser up new po-
laricies. Yer in chae space where nacuralized
identities briefly come undone, the neurral
and the general dissolve into a myriad of de-
sires, dangers, and possibilities.”

NOTES

I Most of chese works are made by North Americans
who come from nations thar have a long history of
colonization by Europe and Norely America, such as
China, Africa, Firsc Nations, and Korea — many from
“the Orienc” proper, or what is now called Asia (al-
though Edward Said used the term to apply mainly
to the Middle East). All face a discourse thac is Ori-

encalist in the way | have described. These discourses

are so dense and contlace ditferent nations to syuch .
degree thae ic doesn't make sense here to try to dis
tinguish che parcicular stereotypes of “Chinese,” “In
dian.” eee. = indeed it would reproduce the sore o
cleegonizacion chae they work to dismancle, Yer jc*
imporeant to acknowledge chae whae [ am still call-
ing Oriencalism works ditferently in different post-

colonal relations.
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Lexotisme, dans la tradition colonialiste,
¢rait chargé d'un aterait spécifiquement
sexuel, traduisant aussi bien la peur que
le désir ressentis par le colonisateur face a
des éeres culturellement différents. L'au-
teure examine ici des vidéos et des films
postcolonialistes récents qui déscabilisent
les conventions culturelles, politiques et
sexuelles de 'occident. Les ceuvres de Shu
Lea Cheang, de Richard Fung, de Mona
Hatoum, d'Helen Lee et de Pratibha Par-
mar contestent les définitions normartives
de «nation», de «race» et d'« hétérosexua-
lité», en donnant la parole aux identcés
alternatives et hybrides qui, concluc l'au-
teure, «se dissolvent dans une myriade de
désirs, de dangers et de possibilités.
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