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Gangster Feminism:
The Feminist

Cultural Work of
HBO’s “The Sopranos”

Merri Lisa Johnson

Although not a show “that goes in for ‘very special episodes’ about
abortion or bulimia,” following reviewer Rebecca Traister’s phrasing, The
Sopranos has tackled some women’s issues that may be even more uncom-
fortable.”* Given the regularity of scenes on HBO's six-season gangster
drama that correspond to recognizably feminist issues—for example, Janice
claims the identity of feminist despite letting Richie fuck her while hold-
ing a gun to her head; Dr. Jennifer Melfi is brutally raped and subse-
quently experiences symptoms of post-traumatic stress; Meadow’s
roommate, Caitlin, suffers from an anxiety disorder and self-medicates
with Absolut Vodka; Carmela grapples with mixed feelings about her
husband’s adulterous relationships—The Sopranos clearly qualifies as a site of
“primetime feminism,” fulfilling quality television’s role, formulated
eloquently by Bonnie J. Dow, as “an important ideological forum for
public discourse about social issues and social change.™ In its representa-
tions of rape, battering, and spousal murder, the third season of The
Sopranos, even more than the series as a whole, persistently took up the
feminist cultural work of examining “the economic and social roots of

violence,” mirroring a key tactic in cutting-edge cultural studies.?
The graphic nature of those scenes, however, prompted critics and
fans alike to ask whether The Sopranos went too far.* Others asked why the
Feminist Studies 33, no. 2 (Summer 2007). © 2007 by Feminist Studies, Inc.
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210 Merri Lisa Johnson

charge of going “too far” came up only in relation to violence against
women, while the more prevalent violence against men on the show
frequently went unchallenged. These inquiries into the sexual politics of
The Sopranos recall similar critical conversations about the 1980s cult TV
phenomenon, Twin Peaks. “What’s new about television exploiting our love
affair with the interfaces of sex and death, or our hunger for seeing women
dead or maimed or mutilated or suicidal or raped or helpless, especially if
they're sexually active?” asked Diana Hume George in an essay cleverly
titled “Lynching Women” (a pun on film auteur David Lynch’s name).
“Prime time business as usual,” she answered, “only a little worse because
even feminists let it go by, behaving like charmed backsliders involved with
a man so charismatic that we just couldn’t think straight.” Hume George
directed this charge in part at her own fanship as she sheepishly admitted
to being a “Peaks freak” and struggled to come to terms with the conflict
between her viewing pleasure and her “objections to its sexual ethic, which
[she] regard[ed] as reptilian.” She wrote also in response to Randi Daven-
port, who proposed that “Twin Peaks is informed by, rather than at odds
with, recent feminist discussions about sexual violence.” Their stalemate
evinces a “crisis of spectatorship” in feminist media studies, a point Judith
Halberstam made in relation to gay and lesbian critical responses to the
1991 film, Basic Instinct: “We simply do not know how to read imagined
violence: all too often representations of the pernicious effects of homo-
phobia, racism, and sexism are collapsed by the viewer into homophobia,
racism, and sexism themselves.” The texts as well bear responsibility for
this crisis, given the nature of media imagery “as a field of contestation
with forces of domination and resistance, repression and struggle, co-
optation and upheaval,” as Douglas Kellner described contemporary
media culture. A tight weave of competing political energies—feminist,
antifeminist, and pseudo-feminist-riddles recent films and cable series.®

It is within the context of these debates over how to read gendered
violence in media culture that | wish to situate my reading of episode 32 of
The Sopranos, “University,” in which Ralphie, a disgruntled Sopranos crew
member, brutally murders his pregnant girlfriend, Tracee, a stripper at
the Bada Bing! Although I concede at the outset the difficulty of distin-
guishing between representations of violence against women that rein-
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force sexism and representations of violence against women that critique
sexism, the following analysis trades the “too clearly identifiable patriar-
chal villain” of 1970s film theory in for a postmodern map of intersection-
ality, tracing the intersecting oppressions that structure the settings and
psyches of each character.® Indeed, the feminist cultural work of The
Sopranos resides specifically in the show’s attention to intersectionality, well
represented by the richly textured portraits of Tracee and Ralphie, and
productively brought to the surface through the critical lenses of sex-
worker feminism and feminist masculinity studies.

The Stripper as Resisting Reader

Throughout the episode, “University,” two stories are carefully inter-
woven. One narrative strand follows Tracee, a dancer at the Bada Bing!
strip club, as she attempts to create a traditional family dynamic in her life.
In the opening scene she approaches Tony with a gift of homemade
datenut bread and is gently reprimanded for trying to shift roles within
the binary of good and bad womanhood.

In Tony’s layman’s terms, “You can’t be doing stuff like this.”

Silvio, Tony’s consigliere, dismisses her more abruptly with an ironic
jab at the ludicrousness of a stripper who bakes. “Let’s go, Betty Crocker,”
Silvio instructs as he taps his watch, sending Tracee back to her assigned
position as working girl.

When Tracee discovers she is pregnant, she entertains hyperreal
fantasies of a future homelife with her gangster lover, Ralphie Cifaretto,
despite his domineering personality and erratic behavior. Tracee’s domestic
desires measure the extreme distortions produced by the dominant ideol-
ogy of family values, as she pictures a stereotypical 1950s conclusion for her
story: a loving marriage, a fulfilling motherhood, and a well-run house—all
tidily poised at the end curve of a New Jersey cul-de-sac. Tracee’s actual
experiences of the nuclear family as a violent space—her mother burned
Tracee’s hand on the stove when she was a child, and she repeats the act by
burning her infant son with cigarettes—are erased by her media-driven
nostalgia for home. This narrative strategy of contrasting the cultural
imagery of home as safe, peaceful, comforting, and fulfilling with the
frequent reality of home as violent, artificial, coercive, and lonely consti-
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tutes a major element of this episode. Tony’s oft-cited nostalgia for 1954
can be grouped with Tracee’s delusions as part of this series-wide pattern.’
Like Tracee, Tony longs for a pastoral domestic space from a past that
never existed. Indeed his own home in 1954 was far from peaceful,
complete with a borderline personality mother threatening to stick a fork
in his eye and mobster father cutting off a man’s pinky finger in front of
him, then spending the night with his mistress while his wife suffers a
miscarriage.? In its contrapuntal line of nostalgic delusion and nightmarish
memories, The Sopranos reenacts a widespread cultural wrestling match with
the “miscarriage” of family, home, and the American dream. This popular
subgenre characteristic of HBO original series—the “it’s not TV” of family
drama—produces a paradoxically utopian relief from empty master narra-
tives of family values. “University” mobilizes this contrast between utopian
and dystopian visions of home in the service of Tracee’s complex charac-
terization as a fallen woman with class-driven aspirations to redeem herself
in the eyes of her gangster boss and boyfriend, thereby gaining access to the
good life.

It is in fact a commonplace of the feminist movement against domes-
tic violence that classism is responsible for the misleading idea of home as
a safe retreat from the dangers of the public world. Middle- and upper-
class homes are not necessarily free of spousal abuse and other sexist social
ills. Through strategic editing, “University” echoes this insight, repeatedly
collapsing the violence of strip club spaces against the performed comfort
of home life to underscore the continuities between stigmatized and
socially sanctioned arenas, asserting that they are not as separate or oppo-
site as our symbolic register suggests. For example, in his capacity as
manager of the Bada Bing! Silvio slaps Tracee and slams her down on the
hood of his car after she misses three days of work, as Ralphie laughs
vindictively from the window of his house. The scene change uses his
laughter as its transitional element, melding seamlessly into laughter at
the family dinner table with his high-status mob-widow girlfriend, Rosalie
Aprile, and their guests. The dinner party conversation is structured by
stereotypical dialogue from the “war between the sexes,” as the women
trade clichéd complaints about empty milk cartons in the fridge and “the
foothall trance.” Men have, as Rosalie says, “the attention span of chil-
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dren.” This rehearsal of the popular men-are-from-Mars discourse red
flags a lethargic antagonism beneath the surface of everyday domesticity, a
tension amplified significantly by the previous scene. Ralphie’s laughter,
an obviously false performance of warmth and hospitality, replicates the
disingenuous facade of “family values” often used to demonize strip clubs
and justify violence toward the women who work there. Tracee’s dispos-
ability, signaled by her exclusion from the dinner party and by Ralphie’s
approval of Silvio’s corporal punishment, is dramatized as a sacrifice to the
social-ladder-climbing, middle-class family—her eventual death at
Ralphie’s hands a back alley abortion of sorts. By positioning Tracee’s
murder at the intersection of sexism and classism in this way, the episode
exposes the cold and calculating ideological construction work behind the
bourgeois family, returning to the critical Marxist connection between
“family as haven” and “heartless world.”™ One necessitates the other—the
“prutal world of commerce” creates our need for an emotionally support-
ive retreat within the family—and the Sopranos dinner party shows the
precise conceptual sites where “haven” borders on “heartless.”

The second narrative strand follows Meadow, Tony’s daughter, as she
negotiates romantic mythologies and imperfect relationships in her first
year at Columbia University. Fully aware of the limitations of family,
Meadow often embodies a perspective within the show that sees through
the barriers Tony erects between blood family and business. Meadow’s
savvy subverts our expectations that daughters are sheltered and naive
while strippers are worldly and cynical. In a brief essay on the father-
daughter dynamic on The Sopranos, psychologist Josephine Gattuso Hendin
argued that “Meadow and Tony are a matched pair, the flip sides of coer-
cive vulnerability and coercive power,” using the episode “College” to
demonstrate their shared skills in subterfuge and strategic honesty.?°
Meadow is thus more “gangster” than Tracee and is often posited as the
more likely heir apparent to Tony’s position as head of family than his son
A, Her loss of virginity in this episode works as a counterplot to Tracee’s
quest for domesticity. The “good” daughter becomes sexualized, as the
“pad” stripper seeks the legitimacy of love, marriage, and baby carriage.
These blurred boundaries between stereotypes enact the poststructuralist
dictum that each pole is haunted and inflected by its supposed opposite.
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Tracee and Meadow hold within their separate social roles traces of the
other, calling the good girl/bad girl binary of traditional Western thought
directly into question and, once again, pointing beyond gender to class as
a defining axis of feminine respectability.

This transvaluation is deliberately crafted through twinned scenes and
rhetorically pointed segues in which Meadow’s body fades into Tracee’s. In
one exemplary set of paired scenes, Meadow and her mother, Carmela,
chat cozily in bed about Meadow’s new boyfriend, Noah. When Carmela
asks her daughter if she is in love with him, Meadow responds, “At this
point I'd better be.” Carmela follows up, “At what point?” but Meadow
demures, “We are so not having that conversation.” In a previous scene we
saw Meadow under Noah as he unwrapped a condom. Meadow is clearly
referring to the birds-and-bees conversation that makes for such predict-
able humor in family television. In her most sardonic teenage knowing-
ness, Meadow is not “going there” with Carmela, resisting the genre of
“very special moments” that shapes much mother-daughter television
dialogue. The dialogue is thus at odds with the setting, creating a jarring
discord between the viewer’s conditioned expectations for harmonious
comfort and the scene’s oppositional trajectory into unresolved tension.
The next scene deftly reproduces the daughter/parent dyad in a conversa-
tion between Tracee and Tony. Tracee tells Tony she’s pregnant and that
the baby is Ralphie’s. Instead of taking place in the protected bedroom of
the family home, this conversation happens outside the strip club in the
vulnerable public space of a gravel parking lot. Inverting the relationship
between dialogue and setting, the dialogue here clings to domestic
harmony, while the setting casts this hope literally out in the cold.
Positioned in relation to Tony in this scene as a daughter figure, Tracee
seeks advice and support, but, as unwed mother and sex worker, she takes
on the hybrid role of deviant daughter, doubling Meadow’s newly deflow-
ered status. Tony reminds Tracee of her run-ins with the Department of
Family and Children’s Services (D-FACS) over her first child and mocks
her innocent question, “If | have it, do you think he’ll help me support it?”
“Oh sure, it'll be Father Knows Best over there,” inadvertently implicating
television history in Tracee’s deluded vision of Ralphie. In a perverse revi-
sion of “father knows best,” Tony recommends an abortion.
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On one textual level, then, Meadow and Tracee are tracked into sepa-
rate socially-classed material spaces: Meadow is inside while Tracee is
outside; Meadow is home while Tracee is in acommercial setting; Meadow
is with family while Tracee is with her boss; Meadow is enclosed and
enfolded in the comfort of bed and maternal embrace while Tracee stands
literally and figuratively at arm’s length from Tony, hanging on to the
inanimate metal of his car door window frame; Meadow is bathed in soft
lighting while Tracee squints in the harsh morning sun. The two charac-
ters are set up through this series of contrasts, yet they articulate desires
that “belong” in the other space. Meadow refers indirectly to her loss of
virginity and confesses uncertainty about her feelings for Noah, whereas
Tracee indicates reluctance to get an abortion and maintains stubborn
optimism for making a home with Ralphie for a new baby. In the
language of feminist narratologist Minrose Gwin, the material spaces of
home and strip club do not correspond with the cultural spaces—the
ideologies of gender, class, and sexuality—typically attributed to them.!
Meadow and Tracee are “in different places,” mentally and emotionally,
than their scripts and settings would have them. The episode title, “Uni-
versity,” for instance, names a social institution that seems diametrically
opposed to the Bada Bing! despite the fact that many college students
work as exotic dancers. The title’s off-center relationship to Tracee repro-
duces the cultural marginalization of strippers on the surface, while
implicitly acknowledging the flow of women between the spaces of school
and strip club, or respectability and sexuality. Both Tracee and Meadow
are being “schooled” in the possibilities and limitations of their assigned
cultural scripts, and the viewer is offered a lesson on universities and strip
clubs as mutually reinforcing disciplinary structures, not “good” and
“bad” places. It is on this textual level-where the cultural scripts and
physical settings do not articulate properly—that a critique akin to sex-
worker feminism emerges.

In particular, the commonly noted point in sex radical feminism that
the whore stigma affects all women structures this episode’s exploration
of character and morality. Jill Nagle, editor of Whores and Other Feminists,
urged her readers “to problematize not only choices to participate in the
sex industry, but also choices not to,” and through this lens Meadow’s
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experiences can be viewed as a comment on whore stigma along with
Tracee’s. Not becoming a stripper—a decision usually taken as evidence of a
choice to be good or to respect oneself-can be reinterpreted as a conces-
sion to limits on public displays of the respectable female body, a matter of
social class rather than morality. Meadow’s body is as circumscribed by
her cultural script as Tracee’s is. For, as Nagle wrote, “Whores, too, are
something that women are not only supposed to not be, but also, not be
mistaken for. This division translates into a mandate to not only be virtuous,
but also to appear virtuous, to again demonstrate our affiliation with the
privileged half of the good girl/bad girl binary.” The parallel between
Tracee and Meadow dismantles this tenacious binary, constructing por-
traits of young women in the space between categories and asking, to
borrow Nagle’s language, “what purposes are served by using any sexual
categories to describe women.”

In an interview with Terry Gross on NPR’s “Fresh Air,” Sopranos creator
David Chase identified “University” as the most heavily misunderstood
episode of the series, and his comments indicate a conscious (if not terribly
articulate) engagement on his part with progressive visions of social
responsibility. Chase asserted that the episode tells “a story about this girl
that nobody cared about.” His description of her as “expendable” lends
itself to a reading of Tracee at the intersection of gender, social class, and
sexual stigma, as he situated the episode in the context of the pervasive
“violence against women” that happens “every day” in American
culture.® The series’ use of extreme violence to explore the social and
economic roots of violence recurs in the fifth season in episode 58,
“Sentimental Education,” devoted in part to the theme of violence against
Asians. Although some viewers might interpret episodes 32 and 58 as
simple reiterations of stereotypes in which strippers and minorities are
targeted for unproblematized attacks, the scripts clearly link this violence
with the perpetrators’s financial and gendered insecurity. A “diagnostic
critique” of these episodes in the tradition of Douglas Kellner’s media
studies reads for the social forces that encourage violence as an acceptable
response to economic pressures as long as it is directed at expendable
targets. Tracee’s status as “whore” seems to make her vulnerable to attack,
as Ralphie mentions it several times to excuse himself for killing her, but
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Tony eventually recognizes Tracee and Meadow as the same, not as oppo-
sites, indirectly challenging Ralphie’s bigoted perspective. In the following
episode, Tony looks at Meadow and sees Tracee.* This visual merger of
the two women’s bodies refutes easy designations of some women as less
deserving of safety and sexual freedom than others.

Although Tracee’s murder is about the problem of “compulsory
virtue” for all women, it is also about the very particular situation of
female sex workers, whose bodies and labor remain vulnerable to exploita-
tions strictly legislated out of most socially legitimate work environ-
ments.® As Jane Arthurs noted in Television and Sexuality, in her chapter on
televised documentaries about strippers, the International Union for Sex
Workers (IUSW) has “call[ed] for an end to stereotypical portrayals in the
media through recognition of the diversity among sex workers and their
clients.” In a gesture of solidarity with sex workers, then, or at least offer-
ing insight into the psychological impact of stigma, the episode encour-
ages the audience to sympathize with Tracee as we see her humiliated and
hurt in a thousand small ways before the scene of her death. She tries to
show Tony her braces and is reprimanded by Silvio for fraternizing. She
offers a kiss to Ralphie and he turns away, demanding in a patronizing
tone, “How many cocks you suck tonight?” She says hi to Tony with a
huge smile, but he waves her away and goes into a room with another
stripper, closing the door behind them. Standing there in her too-tight
tomato-red dress, hair swept up in an approximation of classiness and
elegance, she has that look of gangly girls in six-inch heels for the first
time. With this shot, the stripper is transformed from impervious fantasy
girl into wallflower. As the camera lingers on Tracee’s disappointed face
and awkward retreat, she becomes someone we recognize, someone we
can identify with, someone we have perhaps been. She becomes a fool.

The viewer can perhaps sympathize with Tracee’s foolishness—feeling
out of place or not good enough—but beyond this sympathetic portrait of
girlish insecurity, | use the word “fool” here primarily in its Bakhtinian
connotation, and | apply it with delicacy, since many feminists have
historically had trouble seeing the stripper as anything other than a fool.
Hardly an accusation of false consciousness, the narrative function of the
fool, as Dale Bauer explained in “Gender in Bakhtin’s Carnival,” is that she
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doesn’t understand social conventions and, in the absence of her under-
standing, she prompts “a dialogue about those very interpretive norms.”
In this way, the fool acts “as a resisting reader within the text” and
“provid[es] the means of unmasking dominant codes.” In her role as
resisting reader within the text, Tracee reminds us that the stripper body
has often been a site of struggle over what can be seen or not seen and
under what circumstances, a struggle over what is “obvious”—in other
words, an ideological struggle.

In several scenes, Tracee forces other characters to explain the social
conventions that structure their relationships. Tony turns down the date-
nut bread because he already has a family, and he struggles to spell out the
difference between that gift-giving dynamic and the more limited
employer-employee relationship he expects her to maintain with him: she
can’t give a gift because (pace Gayle Rubin and Luce Irigaray) she is a gift.
Tony is pushed to articulate a cultural belief he does not necessarily
understand. “Bread,” he muses as she walks away. In this moment, the
audience is meant to see more of the picture than Tony and Tracee
perceive. “The role of the reader” when confronted with the fool, to
return to Bauer’s theory, “is to question and restructure the ‘cultural and
intertextual frames’ in which the character operates and is made fool-
ish.”8 The viewer’s role, in the moments we witness Tracee’s troubled
relationship with her stigmatized position, is to recognize the frame as the
problem. Tracee experiences these moments as inexplicable, but the text
communicates with the audience on a level of meaning not available to
her, consistently linking her mistreatment with broader social systems of
misogyny.

The murder scene effectively demonstrates the ideological controls
that shape individual desires and pit Ralphie against Tracee. Her desire to
live with Ralphie, the motivating factor in this scene, returns us to the
destructive effects of the dominant ideology of home as safe haven, for it is
Tracee’s unwavering psychological investment in this fiction that blinds
her to the dangers of making a home with the wrong person, and her
insistence on entitlement to this home triggers his violence against her.
The following dialogue takes place, once again, behind the Bada Bing!
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Tracee: Fuck you. Three days you don’t call, even to see how | am.

Ralphie: Baby, I'm busy. | gotta work. How else am | gonna take care of
you when you're nine months pregnant?

Tracee: You serious?

Ralphie: Of course I'm serious. We'll get a little house, in a cul-de-sac. |
know that guy who's a mortgage broker.

Tracee: Really? [Ralphie nods.] Ralphie, | love you.

Ralphie: | love you too, baby. | tell you what. If it’s a boy, we’ll name it
after me. If it's a girl, we'll name it Tracee, after you. This way she can
grow up to be a cocksucking slob just like her mother. Are you out of
your mind?

When Tracee questions Ralphie’s seriousness in the above-cited dialogue,
he reacts defensively with verbal violence, at first seeming to insist on his
good intentions, then turning the question back on Tracee by denouncing
her worthiness as wife material. They continue this mutually abusive
conversation as Tracee calls Ralphie a “Guinea mother-fucking piece of
shit” and Ralphie greets her girl punches with more taunting and name-
calling: “That’s right, that’s right, get it all out, you little whore.” Finally
she slaps him and draws blood. Ralphie becomes suddenly serious, punch-
ing her once in the face. Tracee further escalates the violence: “Does that
make you feel good? You feel like a man?” In response, Ralphie loses it, as
they say, and beats her to death, punching her several more times in the
face, then bashing her head into the guardrail. Ralphie ends the scene with
the predictable blame-shifting words of abusive boyfriends everywhere:
“Look at you now.” Tracee wanted Ralphie to provide attention, affection,
and a little house. He sees these requests as evidence that she is “out of
[her] mind”"—doesn’t she realize that he too yearns for the idealized domes-
tic life he sees in Tony’s family and that a stripper wife could never be part
of that picture? In failing to recognize herself as an unwanted class
marker, Tracee runs into the brick wall of Ralphie’s fist. Like the nine-
teenth-century prostitutes targeted by Jack the Ripper—a complex instance
of violence against women documented by feminist historian Judith
Walkowitz in City of Dreadful Delight—Tracee’s victimization results from sex
worker stigma, a combination of traditional misogyny and class disgust.®
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In the final scene, a new dancer is being trained as Tracee’s trademark
song, “Living on a Thin Line” by the Kinks, haunts the background with a
reminder of the threadlike boundary between good girls and bad girls,
daughters and strippers, useful female bodies and disposable ones, putting
to music what Jay Parini called the “desperately thin line between realism
and satire” on The Soprancs. In his essay, “The Cultural Work of The Soprans,”
from which | derive my title, Parini described the ambiguous presentation
of violence on this series as “both a satire on violence and a presentation of
that violence,” and in this formulation he pinpointed the difficulty of
performing a feminist analysis of the stripper-bashing scene in this
episode. The show both problematizes violence against sex workers and
reproduces the pernicious visual cliché of the dead stripper, in the same
way that, as Sarah Projansky argued in her postfeminist analysis of the
1988 film, The Accused, “the graphic rape scene functions, paradoxically,
both to challenge rape myths from a feminist perspective and to con-
tribute to the existence of violence against women in media culture.” The
murder scene in “University”—adding another dead stripper to a long
necrology of murdered sex workers in film and television—weighs heavily
against the feminist cultural work of the episode toward dissecting the
social and economic roots of violence against sex workers, separated by a
desperately thin line between realism (stripper murder) and satire (a criti-
cal comment on stripper murder).?

As this episode of The Sopranos closes, three strippers walk across the
screen, exchanging gossip about Tracee at the beginning of a shift. One
says she heard Tracee went outside with Ralphie and never came back.
Another cautions, “Keep what you hear to yourself.” Feminist platitudes
aside, they know their silence will protect them, or that it is their best
option in the short term. Tracee lost her life because she did not adhere to
this sort of advice. She criticized Ralphie, calling him on his failures as a
man, refusing his characterization of her as inadequate mother and sub-
standard girlfriend. As Kim Akass and Janet McCabe wrote about another
character on the show, “This powerful narrative position—to say what
should not be said—is, however, a precarious one.”? Tracee finds out just
how precarious as Ralphie reinstates his self-serving definitions with thir-
teen lethal blows to her face and head. Yet the gruesome text of Tracee’s
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lifeless body remains before our eyes, confronting Tony and the audience
with the foolishness of the frame, a haunting critique of whore stigma.

A Gangster Is Being Beaten

Although the obvious focal point of a feminist analysis of “University”
might seem to be the shocking and excessive reproduction of the
punished female body in this murder scene, the episode cannot be ade-
quately addressed without noting the ideological ligatures connecting the
murder scene to the scene in which Ralphie is beaten by Tony for the
murder. After killing Tracee, Ralphie goes inside the Bada Bing! and
shoves his raw-knuckled fist into an ice bucket. The other men quickly
realize that something has happened to Tracee. When they go outside and
find her dead body, Tony demands that someone bring Ralphie out.
Ralphie returns to the scene of the crime and denies his involvement:
“Can | help it if she’s a klutz?” His cover story, that Tracee fell, recalls the
theme of sexual transgression, concretizing the metaphor of the fallen
woman. Her body has literally fallen—or been knocked-to the ground,
revealing the masculinist agency behind the fall of the fallen woman. The
scene then rapidly shuffles roles, repositioning Ralphie on the receiving
end of the beating, where Tracee recently stood. The girl-beating is revised
as gangster-beating, the gangster reduced to girlish vulnerability.

To the extent that feminist audience pleasure was thwarted in the
violence toward Tracee by the sounds of the relentless beating and its
sobering horror and gore, it is let loose in triplicate at the sight of Ralphie
getting what’s coming to him. Before we too freely indulge in this pleas-
ure, though, it is useful to note that the viewer is positioned as Ralphie’s
double in this scene. We are implicated in his behavior and lined up to
share his punishment. The beating is shot through the chain-link fence
against which Ralphie’s body falls, and the viewers are on the other side of
the fence, seeing Tony’s fist and angry face coming at us with the force of a
school-yard bully, his crew gathered round in a tight huddle. We experi-
ence the vulnerability of the male body being asked to account for itself.
As Tony moves toward his target, Ralphie shouts in indignation that he’s
a “made man.” His status should make him safe from the sort of attack he
unleashed on Tracee; his body should be off limits to Tony. The terminol-
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ogy “made man” begs deconstructive gender analysis, highlighting the
social construction of masculinity as an illusory surface of hardness and
self-assurance. Furthermore, in asserting himself a “made man,” Ralphie
concedes the question’s validity. The statement betrays an anxiety sur-
rounding this status, operating paradoxically to mark the moment when
Ralphie’s claim to dominant masculinity is rendered most unstable.

In feminist masculinity studies, the point has been made that it is possi-
ble, even crucial, to examine the ways men are constrained and let down
by the dominant fiction of masculinity without casting them as victims.
Judith Kegan Gardiner has asserted that a feminist masculinity studies will
“help deconstruct static binaries in gender studies between victims and
oppressors, difference and dominance, and hegemonic (or socially vali-
dated) and alternative masculinities.” In the same volume, Robyn
Wiegman’s “Unmaking Men” called for attention to interlocking systems
of oppression in masculinity studies.? In such an analysis, Ralphie’s male
privilege can be seen as alternately consolidated and undercut by its articu-
lation with his white skin, Italian-American ethnicity, eleventh-grade
education, blue-collar background, and masochistic fantasies.

Ralphie cannot be cast simplistically by feminist critics as a misogynis-
tic killer because his character is not fully accounted for by the role of
oppressor. In this point, | take as my model the work of bell hooks, who
similarly rejects one-dimensional feminist analyses of the African-
American rapists of the Central Park jogger, insisting that the story cannot
be fully grasped as an instance of “male violence against women” or “yet
another horrific and brutal expression of patriarchal socialization,” for
these readings leave out the factors of race and racism. “[S]ince male power
within patriarchy is relative,” writes hooks, “men from poorer groups and
men of color are not able to reap the material and social rewards for their
participation in patriarchy. In fact they often suffer from blindly and
passively acting out a myth of masculinity that is life-threatening.”?
Indeed, Ralphie’s violence must be situated at the intersection of gender
privilege and class bias in order to grasp his motivations for “acting out a
myth of masculinity that is life-threatening.” He does in fact risk his life
with his frantic macho behavior. In addition to being beaten in this episode
for killing Tracee, he is killed and decapitated in a subsequent episode,
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arguably as payback for Tracee’s death.* In this reading of Ralphie, as in
hooks’s analysis of the rapists, excusing the offender is not the point.
Rather, an intersectional analysis links the sexism of violence against
women with systemic violence against men in the forms of classism,
racism, and/or heterosexism. Without taking the pressure off him for
being psychotic and misogynistic (“I don't give a flying fuck, my brotha,
what any little slit thinks of me”),% the episode explores his position
within a differential network of power relationships and the unequal
parceling out of privilege among men.

Much of this episode focuses on Ralphie’s hysterical performances of
masculinity as he overcompensates for his slow rise through the gangster
ranks. Ralphie’s underappreciated ability to “earn” for the guys above him
in the mafia hierarchy, a fact he mentions frequently, makes him an
intriguing figure of the contemporary American blue-collar worker. At
this point in the season, he has asked to be promoted to captain and been
denied. He borrows Russell Crowe’s lines from Gladiator to practice brava-
do: “I have come to reclaim Rome for my people.” And to indirectly
admit despair: “We are all dead men; all we can do is choose how to die.”
In one scene, Ralphie enters the club’s backroom and harasses the
bouncer, Georgie, calling him an idiot for not having seen Gladiator and
then putting a cigar out on his inferior’s black tee-shirted chest. In a show
of status thinly disguised as boyish play, Ralphie slings a chain and padlock
around until he hits Georgie in the eye in a staged accident. Tony makes
him take the injured man to the hospital. Ralphie’s cocaine-inspired delu-
sions of grandeur grate uncomfortably against Tony’s control and
contempt. Like Tracee, Ralphie longs to be accepted by this patriarchal
father figure and welcomed into the upwardly mobile Sopranos “family,”
and, also like Tracee, Ralphie is ultimately excluded as déclassé.

Despite the clear inequality between Ralphie and Tracee, the two
characters are similarly disenfranchised by lack of class access to institu-
tions of higher education and the acquisition of cultural capital. In the
same way that Tracee’s class status made stripping not the least lucrative
or liberating job choice, Ralphie too faced a limited range of career
options with his eleventh-grade education. Becoming a member of the
mafia in this sense is not unlike joining the military; rather than an exer-
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cise of power it is often a reflection of economic necessity and an initiation
into a violent, Darwinian, hypermasculine system in which many men
are made to feel vulnerable and feminized. Ralphie brutalizes Tracee
because she undermines his masculinity in front of his peers. His insecure
class status makes it feel imperative to him to protect his masculinity, and
his violence against her is a manifestation of this class anxiety at least as
much as it is an exercise of patriarchal power. Furthermore, if capitalism
can be perceived as a system of prostitution in which all laborers sell their
bodies, the struggle between Ralphie and Tracee is not merely between
man and woman but between different kinds of sex workers, as Ralphie
peddles his aggressive masculinity to improve his social position. Without
eliding the difference between strippers and gangsters or between “real”
sex workers and figurative ones, it is important to recognize that Ralphie
barters for status and wealth with his body, selling a fantasy version of
himself-taller, harder, more fearless—for cash profits.

Furthermore, Ralphie entertains the fantasy of his own prostitute
alter ego in a scene from a later episode that has indirect bearing on the
paired scenes from “University” in which he gives and then receives a beat-
ing. His relationship to Janice Soprano, Tony’s sister, reveals a perverse
structure of desire in which Ralphie gets off on occupying the prostitute
subject position while being anally penetrated. This key scene from
episode 42, “Christopher” (in season four), takes place in Janice’s bedroom.
She is working Ralphie from behind with a shrill vibrator while they role-
play pimp and prostitute in a cross-gender fantasy dialogue:

Janice: How much money did you make today, slut?

Ralphie: Three hundred.

Janice: That’s all, bitch? I'll put you back on the street, ho. Make you work
that ass.

Ralphie: Put me back on the street baby, yeah.

Janice: Work that ass you little cunt.

Ralphie: Do you love me?

Janice: Mama'’s little tramp, mama’s little whore. I'll pimp you out, bitch.%
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A phone call from Rosalie Aprile interrupts the scene, and Ralphie
modulates back into conventional domestic masculinity, assuring her
he’ll be home for dinner. Through Ralphie’s relationship to Valentina La
Paz (also in season four), we learn even more about his sexual psychosis—
she says he can’t or won't “just fuck” her, that he wants her to hurt him,
drip candle wax on his testicles, rub his dick raw with a cheese grater. He
does not, in Tony’s malapropism, “have penissary contact with her
volvo.”? Ralphie’s desire for vulnerability, his preference for “bottoming
from the top” in Janice’s description to Tony, cracks open the dominant
fiction of masculinity to reveal the latent anal eroticism of the all-male
gangster arena. According to Tony’s psychiatrist Dr. Melfi, Ralphie is a
textbook masochist. His dominance over Tracee looks somewhat different
when reviewed through the additional narrative layer of this later episode.
The female sex worker’s productivity and low status are translated into
turn-ons in his fantasy landscape. Every time he rejects Tracee or hits her,
episode 32 expresses an inchoate recognition that he shares her position.
Thus Ralphie’s masochism creates continuity between their characters in
addition to the expected gender hierarchy.

Although a full discussion of male masochism falls beyond the scope
of this article, the series’ connection between Ralphie’s masochistic sex
play with Janice and his sadistic real-life torture-murder of Tracee repro-
duces stereotypes of sadomasochism that are as limiting and misleading as
those of sex workers currently under discussion. This spurious link
between male masochists and psychotic killers acts as a reminder that
media representations demonize men who don’t adhere to conventional
(male dominant) sex roles, just as they demonize women who don’t
adhere to conventional (properly sanitized and traditionally feminine) sex
roles. Despite these misrepresentations of the “textbook masochist,” The
Sopranos contributes positively to conversations in feminist masculinity
studies about male desire, departing from simple apprehensions of male
sexuality as unremittingly dominant. For instance, in a much earlier
episode, “Big Girls Don’t Cry” (in season two), Tony tells his psychiatrist
about his exhilaration in listening to the sounds of his crewmember Furio
tearing up a tanning salon and beating the owner and his wife. “I almost
wished it was me,” he shares. Dr. Melfi is all too quick on the uptake:



286 Merri Lisa Johnson

“Giving the beating, or taking it?”? This recurring imagery in which a
gangster is being beaten breaks up the monolithic representation of
masculinity as smoothly equating to power, pleasure, and discursive
agency, allowing the viewer to perceive the more complex workings of
power in which men participate.

Midway through episode 32, a brief sex scene encapsulates this
complexity in microcosm. Tracee is participating in a threesome to fulfill
her roles as girlfriend and sex worker. Ralphie fills the left margin of the
television screen, berating Tracee for crying. A uniformed police officer
stands at the other end of Tracee’s body with his dick in her mouth.
Tracee’s discomfort as she endures this double penetration takes center
stage in this scene. Her body stretches across the screen in a striking repre-
sentation of intercourse as violation—heterosexual penetration as an
expression of hatred for women—offering a memorable visual of how, in
Andrea Dworkin’s words, the system of sexual subjugation is “carried on
the backs of women in the doggie position.” What is less obvious, but no
less important or interesting to notice, is that no one in that room seems
to be getting much pleasure. Ralphie scowls and pushes; the cop sucks in
his breath as Tracee’s braces scrape tender penis tissue. Tony’s sexual
encounter with another stripper later in the same episode likewise
produces less pleasure than one might expect. Instead of a marker of privi-
lege and hedonism, this blowjob is a study in exertion and dissatisfaction.
He can’t get there, no matter how hard he concentrates, how tightly he
closes his eyes. The strip club provides a telling setting for these thwarted
orgasms. The utopic pleasure represented by the strip club is exposed as
another flimsy dominant fiction. Men go there to get away from it all-the
strains and demands of post-sexual-revolution families and workplaces—
and in this compensatory capacity it points paradoxically to what is miss-
ing or uncomfortable in these men’s lives. Linda Williams’s analysis of the
utopian kernel in hard-core pornography illuminates moments like this
one in the back of the Bada Bing! as she looks behind the escapist desires
they enact to discover “compensatory fantasies designed to make up in the
domain of sexuality the power that is denied men in their work and politi-
cal lives.” Cultural anthropologist Katherine Frank likewise posited men’s
visits to strip clubs in terms of dissatisfaction with the everyday arenas of
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work and family, their desire to “relax” a measure of this dissatisfaction:
“[A]lthough customers’ motivations are indeed related to existing power
structures and inequalities, their visits are not necessarily experienced as
exercises in acquiring or wielding power.” To the extent that the strip club
operates as a space of escape from feminist critiques of patriarchy, Frank
notes “that these men [nevertheless] experiencle] their visits to the clubs . . .
within . . . a framework of confusion and frustration rather than simply
one of privilege or domination.” Ralphie and the police officer dominate
Tracee in the threesome scene, for example, but they experience their
ménage a trois within a framework of confusion and frustration, occupying a
blue-collar class status far from the space of prestige where masculinity
pays off in material comfort without manual labor.?

A conversation between three crew members amplifies this working
class anxiety, a perhaps unexpected subplot of the seemingly glamorous
life of gangsters, as Tony’s nephew Christopher wisecracks that if he
wanted to work eighteen-hour days he’d get a job at Denny’s, only to hear
Silvio retort, “Like they’'d hire you.” With this background haze of blue-
collar dissatisfaction in mind, Ralphie can be usefully read alongside
Douglas Kellner’s analysis of Rocky and Ramho as not merely “expressions of
white male paranoia which present males as victims” but also “as symp-
toms of the victimization of the working class” with their “resentful, inar-
ticulate, brutal,” and “educationally deprived” protagonists. In the same
way that “Rambo’s neurotic resentment is less his own fault than that of
those who run the social system in such a way that it denies his class access
to the institutions of articulate thought and mental health,” Ralphie’s
gendered defensiveness and his lashing out at Tracee can be “read diagnos-
tically” as symptoms of the limits his working-class position enforces on
the rewards he can reap from the patriarchy.® In this way, the scene of
Ralphie’s violence can be placed in the service of feminist critiques of
patriarchy, pushing the audience (or, less broadly, the feminist fan) to ask
what kind of system produces this sort of “monster.”

The episode, not unlike Robin Wood’s reading of Raging Bull, “counter-
points two forms of violence: violence against women and violence against
men.” “While the motivations for these different manifestations of
violence may seem quite distinct,” wrote Wood, “a true understanding of
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the film depends on our ability to grasp the relationship between the two.”
Repressed homoeroticism is the joining factor between these two kinds of
violence. Fear of being questioned as a “real” man, of being taken for a
woman or a queer, motivates the aggression we have come to associate
with masculinity. The cultural significance of violence against men on The
Sopranos may not be far removed from “the cultural significance of boxing
itself as licensed and ritualized violence in which one man attempts to
smash the near-naked body of another for the satisfaction (surely funda-
mentally erotic) of a predominantly male mass audience.” Recall the scene
where Christopher is forced to his knees in front of Tony, who aims his
gun at Christopher’s head. Or picture Councilman Zellman in his boxer
shorts on the bedroom floor while Tony beats him across the back with his
belt, ending with a final shot across the thin boxer-covered buttocks. The
homoerotics of gangster violence create strong parallels between scenes
that target women and scenes that target men, as they share a sexualized
humiliation. In the fifth season, the anathema of overt gangster homosex-
uality appears as a brief subplot, when Vito is caught in the act of giving a
security guard a blowjob. In the sixth and final season, Vito leaves the
Mafia family and attempts to live openly as a gay man, but like Tracee he
learns that the dominant categories are not open to revision, his murdered
and mutilated body a sign of U.S. cultural resistance to non-normative
sexual subject positions. Again, Woods’'s words on Raging Bull apply equally
well to The Sopranos, as both are media texts “concerned with chronicling
the disastrous consequences, for men and women alike, of the repression
of constitutional bisexuality.” Tony, Ralphie, Christopher, and the
Councilman are locked in a tense embrace with masculinity, desiring and
fearing intimacy with other male bodies. The frustrations they take out on
the female bodies that surround them point simultaneously at the sexist
and classist notions of masculinity that drive them to exhaustion as well as
to murder.®

Although Ralphie’s excessive violence against Tracee fills the screen
and dominates the viewer’s memory, the episode presents Ralphie as one
point on a spectrum of patriarchal hurtfulness toward women. Jeffrey A.
Brown criticized the genre of “stripper revenge” movies for not going far
enough in their structural analysis of violence against strippers: “The films
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manage to encapsulate systemic misogyny within a few symbolic male
characters who are ridiculed as ineffective leerers or portrayed as violent
psychopaths eventually Killed off by the heroines.”® In contrast, The
Sopranos links Ralphig’s violence to an established set of rules that everyone
knows and is expected to abide by. After Tony hits Ralphie in anger at
Tracee’s death, Silvio gently reminds Tony that Tracee was not his wife or
goomah, was not related to him by blood or marriage, and that he there-
fore had no “legitimate” grounds for avenging her loss. Ralphie’s actions
are clearly marked as reprehensible, but they are equally marked as part of
the way things are, not a deviation from the norm.

The parallel subplot of Meadow’s relationship with Noah brings out
this sense of a patriarchal continuum. Meadow describes Noah to her
mother in terms that apply to Ralphie: “[O]ne minute he’s all affectionate
and then the next he’s a totally different person.” Carmela soothes
Meadow with a not terribly comforting thought: “That’s just how some
men are.” This Jekyll-and-Hyde imagery characterizes Noah's behavior as
monstrous, connecting him with Ralphie through the shared masculine
trait of unpredictability. A scene in which Ralphie shouts armchair movie-
critic remarks at Spartacus is intercut with Noah flipping out over the C
minus he got on an essay, again linking their volatility. Immediately after
the paired beating scenes (Tracee’s beating, then Ralphie’s), the show cuts
to Meadow and Noah in the library. He tells her he thinks they’ve been
seeing too much of each other. She asks why, but he resists answering her
question, making evasive comments at first and finally giving only partial
explanations that don’t match what we’ve seen of their relationship.
Although he says she’s too negative, the audience has reason to believe
that she’s not classy enough for him and his high-powered entertainment
lawyer father. Noah’s move from affection to indifference mirrors
Ralphie’s trajectory from “I love you” to “you cocksucking slob.” Further-
more, Noah's biracial identity undercuts his claim to dominant masculin-
ity, indicating a legitimate insecurity that parallels Ralphie’s class anxiety.
Tony’s open bigotry toward Noah is not unlike his open disdain for
Ralphie, marking the two characters as similarly subordinated masculini-
ties. The break-up scene between Noah and Meadow replays stereotypical
masculine behavior through Noah’s lack of empathy and sudden inarticu-
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lateness. By juxtaposing these traits with the murder scene and its after-
math, the episode explores the possibility that despite their seemingly radi-
cal difference—the clean well-lit library in opposition to the dark wet ditch
behind the Bada Bing! or the civil conversation in contrast to the scream-
ing match and battering—Ralphie and Noah are different in degree rather
than in kind. Although Ralphie’s violence is admittedly drawn in such
excess that it might be difficult for the casual viewer to pick up on the
connection between Ralphie and Noah, the parallel is nevertheless there.

Indeed, what | see when | watch this episode—as an ex-stripper—may
differ significantly from what non-sex workers see. My efforts to amplify
the latent feminism in this episode of The Sopranos could be categorized as a
subversive reading, as Mimi White defines the term:

Sub-cultural readings are carried out in the interest of a willful subversion
of dominant ideology by social and cultural groups whose interests are not
centrally addressed, or are largely ignored, by television’s system of repre-
sentation with its plurality of voices. The claim is not . . . that television in
general offers radical representations as an alternative to dominant social-
cultural values. Rather, “against the grain” readings are interested in the
latent possibility of alternative viewpoints erupting within the multiple
strategies of appeal that are normally at work in the medium.®

My situated and social constructionist viewpoint highlights all the ways
that Tracee’s work conditions and low status lead to the scene behind the
Bada Bing! where she is murdered. Other viewers might be more likely to
see Tracee’s choices as the main causes of her death. She chooses to work
as a stripper; chooses to blur the lines between stripping, dating, and
hooking; chooses to get involved in a relationship with a dangerous man;
and then chooses to taunt him recklessly. These arguments aren’t wrong,
exactly, but their atomistic vision obscures social responsibility for indi-
vidual lives and deaths. In contrast, my intentionally activist interaction
with representations of strippers, sex workers, and sexual women fore-
grounds meanings that may primarily be visible to the politicized sex
workers in the audience. Despite this concession to the possibility that |
am “reading too much into this text,” a charge with which cultural stud-
ies professors are all too familiar, | nevertheless adhere to the position,
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forged by Wood in relation to Hitchcock’s films, that although the narra-
tive of “University” may seem to move toward the restoration of the
patriarchal order, the monstrous oppressiveness of the order has been
exposed, and the episode’s attitude toward this restoration is, if not ironic,
at the very least tragic.*

This Feminist Thing of Ours:

Toward a Third Wave Feminist Media Theory

Finally, my reading of “University” operates on a metacritical level as a
reflection on feminist media studies, diverging intentionally from a
pattern of binary thinking about media texts as either radical or conserva-
tive, in search of “a more dynamic model than that of certain forms of
Marxism or feminism that primarily see the dominant culture as one of
domination and oppression,” as Kellner described diagnostic media criti-
cism in Media Spectacle. By unpacking the characterizations of Tracee and
Ralphie as dynamic rather than static “victim” and “villain,” | have tried
to move the conversation in feminist media studies to a new plane, apart
from the “love/hate struggle” described by Susan Bordo in Twilight Zones:
The Hidden Life of Cultural Images from Plato to O.J. as a “rebellious but often
dazzled, beguiled but skeptical, always intimate relationship with cultural
images.” This language posits the female viewer once again as “charmed
backslider” (recalling Hume George’s phrase on her fanship of Twin Peaks),
with the media as dangerous male seducer or abusive domestic partner.
The same trope appeared in Susan Douglas’s Where the Girls Are: Growing Up
Female with the Mass Media: “If we are honest, we have to admit that we have
loved the media as much as we have hated them-and often at exactly the
same time.” Even as | accept her assertion that “The war that has been
raging in the media is not a simplistic war against women but a complex
struggle between feminism and antifeminism,” | long to move outside the
conceptual trap of “guilty media pleasures.”® In the same way that Third
Wave feminists have asserted an interest in recuperating certain pleasures
that were infused with conservative political significance during the
1970s—the pleasures of the sex wars, ranging from BDSM and pornography
to make-up, marriage, and intercourse—a Third Wave feminist media
theory might usefully revisit visual pleasure, once marked as irreparably
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patriarchal by Laura Mulvey, to insist on the feminist potential of media
culture. | am suggesting a new Third Wave feminist media theory that
builds on the work of such innovative thinkers as bell hooks and Tania
Modleski but works toward a less restrictive paradigm than the subver-
sion/containment model that at times leads down a dead-end path.

Whereas hooks powerfully modeled the intersectional analysis | have
conducted here, her essays on popular culture focus almost exclusively on
the absence of adequately progressive images of women and minorities.
This pattern of reading for what is not enough in contemporary film
produces perceptive ideological analyses, but it can overwhelm at times
with its negative focus. A brief sampling from hooks’s Reel to Real: Race, Sex,
and Class at the Movies demonstrates this relentless conclusion:

Whereas Crooklyn attempts to counter racist assumptions about black iden-
tity, it completely valorizes and upholds sexist and misogynist thinking
about gender roles. . ..

Kids celebrates patriarchal phallic agency. It in no way critiques. Merely
showing that females are violated so that teenage boys can feel phallic
potency in no way serves as a critique. . . . There is nothing in Kids that
indicates a concern with highlighting nonsexist perspectives.. . . .

Even though filmmaker Spike Lee may have intended to portray a radical
new image of black female sexuality, She’s Gotta Have It reinforces and
perpetuates old norms overall. Positively, the film does show us the
nature of black male-female power struggles, the contradictions, the
craziness, and that is an important new direction. Yet it is the absence of
compelling liberatory reconciliation that undermines the progressive
radical potential of this film. . . . While we can applaud Nola’s feeble
attempt to tell a new story at the end of the film, it is not compelling, not
enough-it is not satisfying.*
It is, likewise, “the absence of a compelling liberatory reconciliation”
between the feminist cultural work of “University” and the pernicious
visual cliché of the battered and murdered stripper that troubles my inter-
pretation of this episode of The Soprancs. Is this combination of progressive
and conservative content just a way to appeal to a wide variety of audience
members? Does the show offer us liberal-minded images of sexual women
and then, in a strategic move of containment, take it all back?
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hooks made this argument even about the films she most admires, for
instance, asserting that Leaving Las Vegas offers a progressive vision of a pros-
titute who is self-assured and smart and then takes it all back in a rape
scene that “undermines the more progressive narrative in the film.”
Regarding Pulp Fiction, hooks criticized Quentin Tarantino’s tendency to
“titillate with subversive possibility . . . but then everything kinda comes
right back to normal.”" Tania Modleski made a similar argument in
Feminism without \WWomen: Culture and Criticism in a “Postfeminist” Age about Gorillas
in the Mist, a film that

seems to respect the notion of a woman sacrificing the opportunity for a
husband and family in order to pursue a career, a career that, indeed,
involves her living the sort of adventurous and dangerous life usually
reserved for men in popular films and that also accords her the kind of
single-minded dedication to a cause typically attributed to the male scien-
tific investigator. But the film takes it all back, as it were, by “deprofession-
alizing” Fossey, neglecting to mention her growth as a scientist who in the
course of her research in the mountains of Rwanda earned a Ph.D. from
Harvard. The film further subverts its apparently liberal attitude to wom-
en’s independence by suggesting that Dian is merely channeling and subli-
mating . . . her sexual desires and maternal instincts into her cause.”

In her work on Hitchcock, The Women Who Knew Too Much, Modleski’s inter-
vention in the debate over his misogyny presages much of what | wish to
say about David Chase’s work in The Soprancs, for instance that “a feminist
interpretation is available to the female spectator without her necessarily
having to adopt the position of ‘resisting viewer.”” And further, that his
films “allo[w] for a critique of the [patriarchal] structure [they] exploit and
for a sympathetic view of the heroine trapped within that structure.” This
feminist spectatorship acknowledges a more complex relationship to texts
in which we can see the workings of ideology dramatized within it not as
something being done to us, but as something being shown to us and thereby
made available for critique.®

This part of Modleski’s work fits well, ironically, with Amanda Lotz’s
call for “Postfeminist Television Criticism: Rehabilitating Critical Terms
and ldentifying Postfeminist Attitudes”:
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Examining the intricacy of these images provides a much more productive
route for feminist media criticism than simple categorization of new char-
acters and series as anti-feminist because of character flaws or moments of
conservative ideology. Especially when series and characters resonate with
audiences to the degree that many recently have, we must explore what is
in these texts with an eye to their complexity instead of quickly dismissing
them as part of a hegemonic, patriarchal, capitalist system.

This “eye toward complexity” is certainly warranted by The Sopranos.
Tracee’s story accentuates some of the most complex questions of post-
modern feminist media theory (perhaps a clearer and less inflammatory
term than “postfeminist” or “Third Wave” television criticism): how to
read representations of violence as both reiterations of sexism and prime-
time feminist challenges to sexism; how to oppose “the nonconsensual
treatment of women as only sexual bodies while simultaneously chal-
lenging the cultural hierarchies that devalue and stigmatize sexual
bodies,” as Jill Nagle wrote; and how to read masculinity as it refracts
through social class subordination and masochistic fantasies. We might
begin developing this theoretical model, using “University” as a practice
text, by working to read this stripper-bashing scene without lapsing into
the seductive but simplistic reactions of bashing sex work or bashing men
or bashing the media.*
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Suzume Shi

Song

When Mr. Smithers killed his daughter,
we daughters walked the town,

tracing in the air our fingers

the black iron S

on the white brick chimney

of the house would stay forever

empty
beyond our knowing.

No one would buy, people said, a house painted with her blood.
He drilled crooked, people said, wells to steal the oil of other men.
Killed his daughter, people said, because she carried his own child.

All we knew then was men would kill us when
they had some reason.

Like Mrs. X, whose hushand shot her dead.
Like the girl who somehow saw to swim

down the muddy creek without her head.

& we skipped rope
all summer
singing
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Mr. Smithers killed his daughter
when his baby broke her water.

First he took her to the Ball,
nailed her stomach to the wall.

How many times did he stab her then?

One, two, three, four . . . eight, nine, ten . . .

A good rhythm
you could skip to.

Suzume Shi
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The Book of Love

When first | bled, my blood a red
Rorschach

on the butt of my white miniskirt
(1965: homeroom: 7th grade)

my mother handed me a faded
pink book, some plumber’s
dog-eared manual.

lustration 3:

My black-and-white vagina
the stem of

the 2-headed flower inside me
the 2-flowered Cynthia, dande-

lion yellow in my front yard.

Oblivious, | walked to math, Moses part-
ing the waters,

ripples of red laughter in my wake.

I had, the manual said,
developed a chronic leak . . .
my body “getting ready” for

Illustration 2:
Penis cross section.

Fortunately, there were step-
by-

step

instructions for

the assembly of

the act of love:

Insert 2 into 3.
The miracle of fucking life.
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Husband

This is my hushand.

If you flay his skin

& fix it to crosshars

& tie on a tail,

you can fly him so high
he will be digested by
clouds.

This is my husband.

Unhitch his bones,

& line them up

like a xylophone,

you can play Merrie Melodies
accompanied or un-

by musical animals.

This is my husband
like papier méaché.
Hollow him out,
fill him with candy.
Open his skull up
& you have a cup

to drink the dreams from his head.
They sift into my mouth like sand.

This is my husband.
How do you do?

A. My name is

My hushand’s name is
We live in

& we sell

& | am his wife.
& I am his wife.
& | am his wife.

Suzume Shi



A Matter
of
Hydraulics

K. Gorcheva-Newberry

It has rained on and off the whole summer. It has rained so
much the Moskva River has become a churning stew of mud and sticks
and cigarette butts and fallen leaves. The bird inside her jacket pecks at the
button of her shirt. She takes the bird out, and it perches on her finger.
The rain sluices down, hanging over the windshield like a steel curtain,
impossible to lift. She puffs a faint stream of air onto the bird’s breast. She
wonders if the bird can sing.

The rain and the bird have been impossible to wake up to. She would
draw the curtains and toss a shawl over the cage and crawl back into bed,
pulling the blanket over her head. She would hear the rain slaughter her
bedroom window and the bird move about the cage, merciless. But you knew
it was temporary. Temporary. The word has lodged inside her throat like a her-
ring bone, filling her with the grave emptiness his eyes held when he said
that. She remembers scratching the word down with her thumbnail on a
paper napkin and then tearing the letters out one by one.

The bird is a gorgeous pet. She admires its silent beauty—its tender-
pink coat and the ash-colored mask around its eyes, the long gray feathers
forming the outer edges of its tail, the black scrawny feet, and the delicate,
useless wings. The bird sits nonchalantly on her finger like on a tree limb,
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its eyes lost in a garment of rain and the pensive rhythm of the wipers
moving over the windshield like two metronomes.

She has a whole hour in the company of the bird before she has to be
at work, in the beauty shop, where she cuts hair and trims beards and
listens to the gossip her clients bring in. She remembers shampooing his
hair for the first time, which was like a tangle of mud and rain—silver-
brown. It cleaved to her fingers as she raked her comb through, separat-
ing, dividing his hair in symmetrical rows. A five-day stubble sprouted
over his cheeks and his chin and down his neck, so the lower part of his
face felt as prickly as a field of scorched, half-grown wheat after a summer
of drought. She offered to shave it, but he wished to let it grow. He said he
needed a new look, a new style, a new lover. He laughed, glancing in the
big wall mirror and then at her. She thought he was handsome, even for
his age, even with a mesh of wrinkles under his eyes and a few long, sharp
ones, taut like guitar strings across his forehead. So she nodded “yes”
when he asked her to dinner while she evened out his sides, pressing his
hair to the middle of his ears, looking straight at him.

She feeds the bird dry buckwheat because it was all she had when he
brought it. The bird doesn’t seem to mind, or it won't tell. It never does,
never says anything but gawks off into the distance, staring through time
that is as impossible to stop as it is to revert. She thinks she should've sliced
the bird an apple or given it a raw egg or taken it for a walk to clear its
throat and charge its lungs, so it will sing. But she never does. And the
bird never sings. Its only warble—a lackadaisical, fizzled-out sound of
something small, like a house cricket, half-lazy, half-asleep.

Their second dinner he cooked at her place and ate off her belly. She
remembers the plate sitting under her breasts. He forgot to bring her flow-
ers, twice, which for a Russian man was the same as to never drink vodka,
which he didn’t, and she was greatly surprised. Halfway through his beef
stroganoff, he set the plate on the floor and asked her to do something,
something she’d been doing since she was fifteen or sixteen, in her bed or
in the shower, while she was married, and after she was divorced, but it
never involved a man, just her finger or a stream of water—not too strong,
not too weak—he asked her to masturbate, while he massaged her feet. She
tried, but it didn’t work, she couldn’t let go. Stretching beside her, he lit a
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cigarette and nuzzled her hair and talked about how lucky it was that in
the world so utterly mean and ugly, full of sudden, imminent losses, two
people were still able to connect.

The rain has curbed its rage and turned to drizzle, but the clouds are
desperate-gray, besieging the sky. The bird nods off on her finger as her
arm rests between the seats. She thinks the bird must be old and tired. It
prefers sleep and comfort to the exasperating hustle of the day, safe habits
to fiery dreams. It desires no change, subsisting on water and buckwheat
that somebody delivers to its cage. The bird is content. Its indifference is its
armor. She looks closer at the egg-shaped head fused with the body so
that only the bird’s long flesh-colored bill points out in the direction of
the Moskva River.

He once brought her here for an evening boat ride. The sun sank
down, the sky like a graffiti wall-a detonation of pink over morose, dingy
gray. He kept pushing her hair back, and the wind kept blowing it in her
face. She remembers him saying that sometimes cheating was the only
way to stay married, to survive the boredom of family life, that a man was
like a boat that needed to be in the water from time to time, to sail with
the wind. Sex was simply a matter of hydraulics. She shrugged. She
wouldn’t know. She is not a man.

She turns off the wipers and leans back, staring at the colossal statue
of the ship and Peter the Great built on the Moskva River a few years ago.
She thinks how strange it is that they didn’t raise the statue on the Neva,
in St. Petersburg, where the czar had lived and where the capital once
was. She hears Putin wants to move the capital back to St. Petersburg, but
they won't let him. She thinks it’s right—the capital is not a lover one can
swap. The statue is an ugly beast, sooty-green and a hundred meters tall.
She can'’t see the czar’s bronze shoulders or his head out the car window,
just the figure from the waist down, legs spread, hand on the wheel.
Down the river, a few small ships rock, moored to the side. The ships are
like abandoned lovers waiting to resume their course. The wind tosses
leaves against the windshield and stirs the bird. It opens its small rounded
eyes and blinks, looking at her as if seeing her for the first time. She runs
her finger down the bird’s back and to the tip of its tail that splits in half
like asmall V.
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He often harangued about the inconstancy of love. Happiness was such
avolatile gift. The trick was not to be happy, but not to be unhappy. If you
were happy all the time, you weren’t paying attention, and then the
awakening was a sad and empty room filled with ghosts. She nodded.
Once her mother had left for work and came back ten years later. She
hadn’t recognized her at first—her hair like dead algae hanging around her
face in uneven limp strings. She remembers cooking dinners after school
when her mother was gone, hoping she would return, and her father
hunched over the table, spooning lumped buckwheat onto his plate or
picking bones out of a salted herring, cussing the bitch he’d married. She
remembers her mother fighting with her father the morning he was
killed in a subway bombing, a few months after her mother had moved
back. He yelled that her fried eggs were like her tits—flat and tasteless. And
her mother hissed, blowing smoke into his face, that he should try his
sperm— not caviar either. Later that night, she’d been watching the news
on TV and recognized her father in one of the blood-smeared bodies
carried away on a stretcher. She turned the TV off, and it stayed off for
half a year, until her mother moved out and her husband moved in and
started hanging his unfinished paintings on the walls and thrusting his
paintbrushes in her teacups and spreading tubes of paint on her kitchen
table. She thinks of the years her husband spent searching for his muse
and she spent searching for him—in friends’ apartments, bars, restaurants,
liquor stores, over commodes, under kitchen tables, and between
women’s legs. She finally left him, even though he said she never would.

The bird poops on her pants. She eases it onto the seat next to hers
and tries to wipe off the whitish gook with her handkerchief, but it only
makes the stain bigger. The bird watches listlessly. Digging inside her
pocket, she scoops out some buckwheat and scatters the seeds at the bird’s
feet. The bird cracks the seeds with its bill, discarding the brown shells and
swallowing the kernels with relish. It poops some more and steps in it and
drags it across the plush upholstery, and in a few minutes the seat is a mess
of food and feces. The bird trots aside and begins to groom itself, assidu-
ously picking at its feathers. Bending forward, she tries to peep under the
bird’s wing, where there is a splash of gray hidden in a thicket of pink. She
wonders how big the bird’s heart is, how small.
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She learned that he was married when it was too late, when the other
woman he slept with was no more than a name without a face, a ring he
didn’t wear, or flowers he never brought. Something small, invisible,
unimportant, like a dust mite or a breadcrumb. Yet, she’s powerless to
shake it—it’s there to stay. After he told her that he’d never leave his wife,
that he could never hurt her like that, the sex continued to be just as
passionate but somehow not as free. It seemed that now there wasn’t
enough time, wasn’t enough love. Her heart doubled its size and was
pushing all the other organs out. The days were longer. The nights were
shorter. He came in later, he left earlier, always in a hurry to get home, to
cook dinner or call the kids. And although his children were all grown
up, he spoke of them as if they were still little. He said it was love—uncon-
ditional, indefatigable—no parent ever outgrew it. She shrugged. She
wouldn’t know. She is not a parent.

The bird has finished its cleaning ritual. It holds its tail a little higher
than the line of the body and occasionally tilts it as if saluting. The bird
looks like a mysterious stranger in its pink coat and gray mask. She picks
the bird up, closing her fingers with utmost care around its soft, weight-
less body, just below its head. The wind jiggles the trees, and they splatter
water on the windshield. Shouldering the car door open, she waits for the
cars to pass and gets out. It begins to rain again, and soggy leaves stick to
her shoes as she wades through the mud, walking toward the bridge,
thinking that she’ll have to redo her hair once she gets to work. The rain
is interminable. It reminds her of her ex-artist-ex-husband’s unfinished
paintings that she threw away five years after the divorce, just before she
met him and signed her mother into a rehab clinic that she got out of too
soon. The bird turns its head back and forth and gives her finger a few
unfriendly pecks. She holds it closer, under her chin.

She loves him for the same, unknown reason he doesn't love her.
And although he hasn’t called or come by for thirty-four days, she still
keeps her late appointments at the beauty shop open and her evenings
free. She remembers him ranting about monogamous marriage as one
among many other ludicrous things men set up like a trap they kept
being caught in. He laughed, holding her head to his chest in the darkness
of her bedroom. He said he was thankful for all the joy and beauty she’d
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brought into his life, but the world, impervious and cruel as it was, would
never let them be what they were—a man and a woman under a blanket,
touching, talking, fucking. She didn’t speak. Sliding her hand up his chest
and his neck, she let her fingers crawl through his hair. It'd need to be cut
soon. The sides had grown out almost to his earlobes, but he wished to
have it long now, longer. He took her hand in his and kissed the tips of her
fingers and the place right below her palm, at her wrist. She drew her
fingers along his face and was terrified to feel his slick, shaved skin.

The bird in her hand winces, its head completely drenched. It tries to
free itself, squirming inside her hand, tickling her palm. It no longer
looks inert but doleful. It opens its bill as if to say something, to give away
a secret it has known all along, but no sound comes out, no twitter, no
trill. The bird’s feet are stiff in the air as she carries it across the bridge,
pausing at the tall, ornate railing. She can now see the ogre-statue in its
full length overlooking the Kremlin—the czar’s bronze crotch looms
above her face. Raising the bird higher, she rubs her cheek against its tiny
wet head.

On her birthday, after he gave her the bird but didn’t stay for dinner,
she opened a can of salted herring and ate it alone, pulling thin, curved
bones out of her mouth and piling them on the kitchen table the bird had
already shit on. She remembers turning the TV on and off and then grab-
hing a pair of her work scissors and stuffing them inside her jacket and
driving over to see her mother, who’d moved in with a man she had
nothing in common with but vodka. She forced her mother to sit still
while she wetted and cut off her matted hair in a room that once used to
be a kitchen and now was a melee of empty vodka and beer bottles and
half-eaten cans of food. Her feet stuck to the floor trashed with cigarette
butts as she tried to even her mother’s sides, pressing her orange hair to
her pasty cheeks, looking straight at her. Fiddling with a strand of cut hair
on her lap, her mother said that she wished she’d stop staring at her like
that. “You don’t know shit about shit. You don’t know how many
whores | survived, what diseases. Leaving him was easy. Staying away from
you was hard. Sometimes people leave other people because they don’t
know how to love them, because it isn’t a feeling you can make up.”

“Do you know what day it is?” She wiped her scissors on her pants.
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Her mother reached for a bottle of vodka on the windowsill and
dragged it onto her lap. “Of course | do. | never miss any holidays. | watch
TV. Three-hundredth anniversary of St. Petershurg?” Sucking the cork
out, she spat it on the floor. It rolled under what once used to be a stove
and now was a fly-and-cockroach marsh. “You wanna drink?”

She shook her head and started moving toward the door, holding the
scissors at the sharp end.

“Well, here’s to the great City on the Neva. And to the man who built
it. Hey, do you know why they call him Peter the Great and why he’s
always spread-legged?”

She turned, taking the scissors into her other hand.

“Because his balls were too big.” Her mother heehawed and gulped
some vodka out of the bottle and swallowed, squinting, wiping her nose
with her finger.

The bird is a prisoner in her hand. Its head has almost disappeared
inside her fist. The bird goggles at her captor. She can feel its heart pound
against her fingers like a ticking bomb. She shakes the wet locks clinging
to her eyes and her cheeks. They fall back on her face. She remembers him
complimenting her hair the last time she saw him, a few weeks after her
birthday, when he tried to break up with her over the dinner she was
trying to eat. He apologized to the waiter for the mess she made out of her
napkin. Leaning against the railing, she holds the bird out in her hand.
The river rushes and surges below, abysmal. The moored ships sway from
side to side as if in a drunken dance. She wonders what it’s like to be a
ruthless killer who slays his victims just for the grim joy of it. She wonders
if the bird can swim.




















































































Elizaheth Rees

Rolling Out the Dough

You rock in your apron east to west,

stove to sink, round ingrown toe to arthritic
instep, left hand forgotten across your chest
spilling over heart too big for its own cup,
strawberry jam on the cotton of your sleeve.
Tell me, | beg, about the time Uncle Dave

pushed you out the window and your mother

thought you were only a doll. Snorting, you

answer, Flying’s good for getting the heart

going. And always keep money and kleenex

hetween your breasts. All this education,

the radio turned to the baseball game, you beat
the batter with a wooden spoon while | roost
on the stepladder, offering you my latest batch
of dirty jokes. The room is cookie cuttersin
hearts and stars, a flurry of powdered sugar,
just two speckled girls laughing so hard we cry,
the radio announcer interrupting: It's going, going, gone!
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Performance Artist

Fingertips glowing,

her famished eyes

use the moon as a lamp.

She just can’t dim her appetite.

Master in her field,

a crossover artist,

the girl is so polite, she
would never make a scene.

Her father likes to tinker.

Her mother is a nurse.

They are voting Americans

in a suburb without sidewalks.

From fruit her father planted
her mother made this pie.
The girl isalone in the house
that teems with her family.

An actress, a soldier,

a hole at the center,

she moves toward the food
like a well-trained thief.

She is ambitious,

one could say, religious.

Her body has memorized its rite.
The grandfather clock echoes: Hurry.



The Voyage Out:
Transacting Sex under
Globalization

Anjali Arondekar

If there is a sea-change that has marked queer/sexuality studies in
the past decades, it has been the turn to globalization, variously under-
stood through rubrics such as the transnational, geopolitical, interna-
tional, global, and diasporic. Even as the sign of globalization has been
fervently (and occasionally shallowly) embraced by many scholars of
sexuality, there has been an equal emphasis on understanding this turn to
globalization as at once novel and familiar. That is, if globalization is to be
broadly understood as a set of economic, social, and political practices that
are transnational, then its emergence can hardly be termed “new,” given
that such practices have existed for many centuries. On the other hand,
there is, as many scholars have argued, something extraordinary and
“new” about the extent and rapaciousness of such practices in a post-
Fordist era, as nation-states both cede and appropriate ground in the face
of new forms of globalization.!

For sexuality studies, this heightened focus on geopolitics, | want to
suggest, has functioned more as a cautionary tale, as a reminder of its own
tainted colonial genealogies, than as a moment of analytical surety.
Sexuality studies, in all its disciplinary avatars, continually negotiates what
it means to have a renewed conceptual intimacy with sites of alterity,
previously mediated through racialized discourses of colonial anthropol-
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ogy, literature, sexology, and law. The challenge has been to transform
the very genealogical imaginary of the study of sexuality, to move, in
other words, from an uncritically culturally appropriative relationship to
spaces of difference, to a language of responsibility and situated knowl-
edges under globalization. Thus, key terms, such as gender, homosexual-
ity, third sex, transgender, queer, must necessarily be read as codifying
histories and desires that not only articulate different meanings to differ-
ent constituencies, but are also invoked to legitimize contradictory modes
of understanding. Such self-reflexive evaluations of the field are not para-
lyzing conceptual liabilities, but more pathways for further analysis into
languages that vigilantly reimagine the vastness of sexuality’s locations
and its analytical frames.?

Books Discussed in This Article

With Respect to Sex: Negotiating Hijra Identity in South India. By Gayatri Reddy.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005.

The Intimate Economies of Bangkok: Tomboys, Tycoons, and Avon Ladies in the Global City.
By Ara Wilson. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2004.

The Gay Archipelago: Sexuality and Nation in Indonesia. By Tom Boelstorff. Oxford:
Princeton University Press, 2005.

However, even as sexuality studies makes its critical voyage out,
parochialisms of time and space continue to trouble its explorations. A
substantial proportion of the scholarship produced under the rubric of
sexuality studies and/or queer studies still narrates sexuality through the
prism of a short-lived history, often relegating the materialities of colo-
nialism and empire to the nominal status of recurring referents, rather
than terrains of thick description.® | have titled this review essay “The
Voyage Out: Transacting Sex under Globalization” to focus precisely on
the multiple ways in which recent scholarship on sexuality navigates
through, and sinks uncomfortably in, the very colonial landscapes it
hopes to exceed and supplant. The provocation here is to begin with a
notion of sexuality that has at its center questions of movement and
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uncertainty and to see these as productive forces of emergence. To do so,
| turn to three recent texts on the messy entanglements of globalization
and sexuality studies: Tom Boelstorff's The Gay Archipelago: Sexuality and
Nation in Indonesia, Gayatri Reddy’s With Respect to Sex: Negotiating Hijra Identity in
South India, and Ara Wilson’s The Intimate Economies of Bangkok: Tomboys, Tycoons,
and Avon Ladies in the Global City. Within these texts, sexuality studies bears
witness to the effects of globalization, even as it strains from within and
without such formations.

It is also no coincidence that the texts reviewed here (Boelstorff’s,
Reddy’s, and Wilson’s) are squarely located within the discipline of anthro-
pology. Once considered the béte noire of sexuality studies and a central traf-
ficker in colonial models of culture, anthropology has emerged more
recently as a consistent site of innovative queer scholarship. What marks
my grouping of these texts together, however, is not so much their evident
place in the discipline of anthropology, or even their attachment to the
moniker of Asian studies, but rather their willingness to think of sexuality
between geopolitical sites, rather than simply within them. Each of the
books attends to a different sense of area studies and its place within sexual-
ity studies, even as few of the texts fully agree on how and why languages
of the geopolitical matter to the articulation and meaning-making struc-
tures of sexuality. If there is some overlap on the importance of a localized
geopolitics (and often nation-state bound paradigm-India, Thailand,
Indonesia) to sexuality studies, there is less on how individual histories of
the local converge and why these histories should even attempt to do so.
Indeed, what the works share is an understanding that the uneven produc-
tion of sexualities is not an effect of a globalizing biopolitics, or merely the
disciplinary means by which sexuality is secured and maintained, but
rather a space of possible intervention and transformation.

Concerns around comparison, translation, and commensurability
undergird the analytical struggles of these three texts and raise, | want to
suggest, some general theoretical questions: What unfolds in the shift of
analysis from one geopolitical space to another? What are the theoretical
terms that have become the lingua franca of trans-/cross-cultural sexuality
studies? How are allegedly anachronistic and out-of-place languages trans-
acted as we shift and move through multiple meaning systems? To answer
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these questions, each of these texts attends to the challenge of developing
an analytical vocabulary that exposes the pervasiveness of globalization (or
neocolonialism, as the case may be) in multiple sites, without recourse to
the rigidity of a contextual determinism.* My aim here is not to merely
summarize or be critical, but to explore the discursive convergences and
limits of these questions in the texts as they bear upon the task of a trans-
cultural study of sexuality.

Tom Boelstorff's ambitious The Gay Archipelago most directly addresses
the theoretical challenges confronting cross-cultural scholarship in sexu-
ality studies. Boelstorff brings a vibrant and impressive array of theoretical
approaches to bear upon an ethnography of “sexual positions, not
persons per se” in Indonesia that is at once varied and unified, a veritable
landscape of what he terms as “archipelagic subjectivities and socialities”
(7). More specifically, Boelstorff outlines and complicates four conceptual
hinaries at the heart of sexuality studies in an age of globalization. The
first binary involves the discursive genres that literatures outside the West
are seen to occupy: they are either texts of convergence, “assuming that
terms like gay or leshi are spread through international activism,” or they
are texts of euphoric celebration whereby the “traditions” of non-norma-
tive sexuality elsewhere are salvaged and romanticized. The second binary
rests on the mystifications of similitude and difference, both of which
either render all gay subjects the same everywhere (“the transcendental
gay man or leshian woman, characterized by a supposed essential simili-
tude”) or alternately essentially “different,” based on their location and
biology (“an essential difference masked by terms like gay and leshi”). The
third and fourth binaries revolve around issues of scale and the impact of
globalization. Non-normative sexualities outside the “West” emerge as
excessively local and/or excessively global, making the forces of globaliza-
tion equally positive or negative (27).

Although it is impossible to do full justice to the range of Boelstorff's
multiple chapters and arguments, it is worthwhile to focus on a concept
central to his book’s ambitions: “dubbing culture.” For Boelstorff, such a
concept not only undoes the binaries mentioned above, but also provides
one viable model of cross-cultural intervention in sexuality studies. The
turn to “dubbing” exposes the myth of authenticity undergirding ethno-
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graphic work, underscoring in its place the impossibility and indeed the
dangers of what he calls a “faithful” (read true/authentic) cultural transla-
tion. Such a focus on “dubbing culture” is necessarily “queer,” as it
eschews any claims to originality or normativity and speaks instead to the
productivity of differential subjectivities and voices. “Dubbing” becomes a
self-reflexive practice of translation that “revels in its inevitable failure
(moving lips that will never match the sounds of speech)” and holds out
new possibilities for thinking beyond the logic of commensurability.
“Dubbing culture,” Boelstorff ultimately contends, functions as a “meta-
phor for conceptualizing contemporary globalizing processes, ethno-
graphic practice in an already globalized world and the homologies
between these projects of interpretation and configuration” (5-6). It is this
conceptual framework of culture in/and translation that Boelstorff brings
to bear upon his dexterous (and sometimes dizzying) braiding together of
Southeast Asian studies, media studies, postcolonial theory, queer studies,
and anthropology.

More specifically, Gay Archipelago’s multiple chapters focus principally
on three sites: Surabaya in East Java, Makassar (formerly Ujung Pandang) in
South Sulawesi, and Bali. Even as Boelstorff conducts extensive ethno-
graphic research in these sites, he is careful to point to the hazards and
potentialities of extending his observations to the entire archipelago. In
other words, Boelstorff variously asks his readers to consider the tricky
challenges of writing an account of a historical formation (queer sexualities
in Indonesia) without fetishizing that formation and without abstracting it
from its situated knowledges. Thus, chapter 2, “Historical Temptations,”
addresses the history of “homosexuality” in Indonesia up to the 1980s, with-
out surrendering to the logic of causality and development. The central
question here circles around the possibility of a history, without precedent,
without sources, without the languages of empiricism and culture that so
prominently figure in the writings of histories of sexuality (34-42). To
develop such a (missing) relationship to history, Boelstorff offers the
genealogical grid of the “archipelago,” a grid that encompasses a range of
sources, from oral histories, to everyday life practices, translated through
the languages of “ethnolocality,” through spaces of openness that do not
deny the nation, but rather imagine new geographies of identification.
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The bulk of Boelstorff’s book stretches the theoretical task of doing
“archipelago” ethnographic work across broad sites such as mass media
(television shows), public spaces (discos), and religious practices, to name a
very select few. Throughout, Boelstorff addresses queer self-making prac-
tices as wide-ranging as the “style” of being leshi/gay (157-80), the vexed
connections between the national and local paradigm (Indonesian national
culture versus/alongside local island culture), as well as the challenges
such research poses for broader discourses of “sexuality, national belonging
and globalization” (217-23), bringing them to bear on the tricky task of
translation that is so central to his project. Boelstorff argues, for instance,
that his utilization of the terms “leshi” and “gay” denotes no easy surren-
der to the ubiquity of Western queer terminology, but rather signals the
possibility of inhabiting these terms outside and despite their Western
referents (91-123). Ultimately, it is Indonesian leshi/gay subjects who “dub,”
even haunt, nationalist discourse and in doing so, “dub the foreign ‘gay’
and ‘leshian’ into gay and leshi, into a set of identifications, sexual practices . .
. they feel to be authentically Indonesian” (215).

Although less ambitious in scale than Boelstorff, Gayatri Reddy’s With
Respect to Sex, on the other hand, provides an object lesson in situated and
ethical ethnography. Unlike Boelstorff, Reddy does not seem as preoccu-
pied with undoing the West-versus-the-rest binary or in foregrounding
(and agonizing over) her Westernized imaginary. Rather, her book lays
hare the complex question of thinking cross-cultural sexuality beyond the
privileged languages of visibility and access. To do so, Reddy appropriately
turns to an ethnography of hijras in two southern Indian cities, Hyderabad
and Secunderabad, to provide an analysis of hijras “not just as [visibly]
gendered or sexual” but as composite subjects, borne through “kinship,
religion, class and hierarchies of respect” (2). Reddy points out that hijras
have always been the fetishized bodies through which sexuality in the
form of an exotic third sex or as transgendered difference travels out to
the West from India. Tracking this trend historically, Reddy argues that
hijras, to this day, continue to be the object du jour, fueled by the academic
desire to discover and reify sexual difference in exotic elsewheres (4-16).
The writing of an ethnography on, about, and with hijras thus requires a
careful articulation of precisely such intellectual genealogies and effects.
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What is striking about Reddy’s contributions to such genealogies is that
she makes no claims to leave such iconographies behind as she writes of
hijras. Instead, her work is directed at making visible the very couplings of
colonialism and/or globalization that undergird what she calls the “hyper
(in)visibility” of such reifications.

The book’s first (and arguably its best) chapter, “Hijras, Individuality,
and lzzat,” situates Reddy’s claims within a triangulated set of discourses:
“historical representations of hijras, South Asian constructions of individu-
ality and renunciation, and analysis of izzat, or respect” (18). Reddy care-
fully charts a historiography of hijras across periods and genres, moving
from ancient Indian philosophical and liturgical texts to medieval Perso-
Urdu secondary literature, from largely British colonial literature to the
more recent anthropological materials on hijras as third sex. Throughout,
Reddy underlines the particular critical agenda that undergirds each
period’s peculiar articulations on and about hijras. Drawing from the work
of early scholars, Reddy surveys a vast corpus of literature that provides
“historical evidence for a pre-modern (and pre-Islamic) concept of sexual-
ity and the category of sexual thirdness in India” (19). Yet, Reddy is quick
to caution against a celebratory recovery of such Indian pasts as she details
the variegated linguistic landscape (Sanskrit, Pali, Urdu) within which
descriptions of hijras and/or third sexness appear. In other words, pre-
Islamic descriptions of third sexness (that is, those that appeared prior to
the arrival of the Mughals in the sixteenth century) may not in fact refer
to the same set of identifications as those evoked by the later Urdu term
for third sexness, “hijra.” Such analytical caution is repeated in her survey
of medieval Indian literature where the focus on third sexness appears in
the descriptions of eunuchs who occupy key roles in royal and imperial
courts but still continue to be slaves. It is this paradoxical relationship (of
“alienation and intimacy”) that interests Reddy, and it is one that ani-
mates and founds the larger critical project of the book.

With the advent of British colonialism, the nuances of function and
location recede, and hijras begin to be primarily narrated through the judi-
cial language of criminality and colonial difference. Slavery makes way for
the effects of colonialism, and hijras appear more in the annals of “criminal
castes and tribes,” their heightened categorization a tribute to the taxo-
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nomical project of empire. Such differentiated histories, Reddy claims,
increasingly disappear in the recent anthropological literature on hijras,
which sees them overwhelmingly as evidence of the multiplicity of sexual
difference. They were, and continue to remain, firmly embedded in the
narrative of a “third sex,” and rarely articulated beyond such restrictive
formulations. Reddy’s exploration of hijra lives within the “wider (male)
social universe of kotis” (feminine-identified males) in Hyderabad aims
instead to imagine hijra subjectivity through a dialectical relationship
between an ethics of renunciation and respect. Hijras come into their
selves, as it were, “through constructing their individuality as renouncers,
and the medium or currency through which they construct their individ-
uality is izzat (respect). lzzat therefore emerges through this process as a
central authenticating trope in hijra constructions of self and society” (40).

Reddy’s remaining chapters extend our understanding of hijra subjec-
tivity by folding their personal histories (presented in the form of anec-
dotes, interviews, and casual conversations) into the very fabric of lived
urban life in Hyderabad and Secunderabad. The hijras Reddy interviews
and addresses occupy a range of self-identifying categories—koti, panti, jogin—
and in doing so construct sexual “cartographies” that trouble any re-
course to a stable language of sexual difference. Pantis and kotis may both be
visibly male-identified, but their sexual practices dictate and often shift
their own self-identifications. Similarly, an AC/DC (someone who both
“puts in and takes out”) is also part (albeit in a despised way) of the hijra
spectrum, as are berupias, or hijra impersonators, men who traverse the
cities “faking” hijra rituals and behavior in the hope of earning revenue.
Noteworthy here is how every one of the hijra categories problematizes the
language of sexual difference and “highlights the contextual nature of
‘authentic’ third-sex identity” (73).

Hijras are rerouted not just through multiple gender formations, but
also through varied community and religious practices. In her chapter,
“We are all Musalmans Now,” Reddy describes her interviews with various
hijras in Hyderabad who see themselves, overall, as “Musulmans” (a colo-
nial term) or Muslims, despite the fact that they construct their history
through a recourse to Hindu mythology. For Reddy, hijras emerge as
“orthoprax religious practitioners” whereby their practices rather than
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